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ABSTRACT
TOWARD AN UNDERSTANDING OF THE
PHENOMENOLOGY OF FULFILLMENT
IN SUCCESS
FEBRUARY,
MARY A.

KING,

B.S.,

M.A.,
Ed.D.,

WORCESTER STATE COLLEGE

ANNA MARIA COLLEGE

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS

Directed by:

The

1988

Professor John W.

Wideman

intent of this research project was to develop a

greater understanding of the psychological dynamics of
fulfillment in success.

An exploratory study was conducted

of the personal experiences of "successful"

individuals and

considered within an existential framework.
The study was conducted from a phenomenological
perspective

in accordance with the principles and

procedures of constant comparative analysis as applied to
grounded theory.

Indepth interviews of a nondirective

nature were conducted with twenty individuals.
participants were considered

"successful,"

All

the

determination of which was based on objective measures of
success,

documented by recognition from others and assessed

in terms of money,

fame and/or applause.

population of subjects was developed
principles of

"snowball sampling"

vi

The sample

in accordance with the

technique.

The data reflected the personal and dynamic nature of
the phenomenon,
experienced
measures;

as well as commonalities.

in two dimensions:

and,

Success was

the social/objective

the personal/subjective experience of that

which was meaningful

in

life.

The interview afforded a

medium through which to clarify one dimension in relation
to the other.

Childhood influences were found to be

significant to concepts of success,
rarely,

if ever,

concepts which were

discussed with others.

Success was experienced as a pervasive and encompassing
phenomenon that structured
toward meaningfulness.

lives with direction and guided

Feelings of pride and acomplishment

were associated with the social dimension;
the experience of

inner success.

fulfillment was

Of significance was the

impression that fulfillment superseded "success”:
one felt fulfilled,

unless

one could not enjoy their "success."

Sources of fulfillment reflected the

importance of

continual and meaningful activity in one's life.

However,

the greatest sense of fulfillment was derived from
relationships with others,
and sharing of oneself

i.e.,

emotional connectedness

in socially meaningful ways.

Important to feeling fulfilled in success was the
ability to "own"
a conscious and

one's definition of success,
individuated choice

of success was questioned
in

life.

in

the result of

in which the definition

light of what was meaningful

An enabling process was described by the

subj ects.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Success

is a big part of the American Dream.

It is the

reward for believing that anyone can be what one wants to
be

(Milner,

1968).

In a country where wealth is dignified,

economic achievement has become the symbol of success:

a

criterion for recognition,

a measure of one's worth and an

index of one's character.

It is what society respects;

is the means to social achievement (Huber,

1971),

it

the

all-American goal.

People devote their lives to attaining

it;

lives

some give their

individuals,

in fact,

in pursuit of it.

are successful,

Many

and are enjoying the

American Dream.
Or,

are they?

This researcher's experience as a

x,

psychotherapist suggests not.

Many individuals who

consider themselves successful or are in the opinion of
others do not feel successful and may seek therapy to
understand their sense of futility and disappointment in
success.

They had done what they were "supposed"

they had achieved,

to do:

they were earning high salaries,

they

had material comforts and other trappings of success.
success had not done what

it was "supposed

to do,

But,

i.e.,

it

had not transformed them into happy,

whole beings.

psychological rewards were missing:

the Touchstone Fallacy

(Milner,

1968)

and

its belief

The

in the magical powers to

1

to create feelings of peace,
the

individual,

there

is?

joy and contentment had failed

leaving the person to ask,

And,

so,

the counselor

"Is this all

is faced with the task

of helping the client develop an understanding of the
whys:

Why did success not work?

Why did success fail

them?

Statement of Problem

When the counseling professional

looks to the

literature for assistance in understanding the phenomenon
of not feeling successful,
offer

insight

several approaches to the topic

into factors affecting the subjective

dimension of success.

Psychoanalytic psychology instructs

that pathology accounts for the
one's success:

inability to experience

Freud's success fearing individual has

failed to negotiate the Oedipal Complex successfully
(Freud,

1916/1963);

Horney's neurotic personality has a

basic sense of anxiety and,

in turn,

is driven to find a

comprehensive neurotic solution for

living,

compulsive need to succeed

1937/1964,

and,

Maslow's

(Horney,

(1971/1983) diminutive

e.g.,

a

1950/1970;)

individual fears

his/her own greatness and defends the self against growth
with a system of denials that Maslow calls the Jonah
Complex.

2

If the pathological perspective offered by the
psychoanalytical psychologists does not adequately address
the phenomenon,

then perhaps the work of experimental

psychologists does,

especially because the idea of success

is often associated with career-based accomplishments.
Much research has been done in the area of achievement and
affect,

and this perspective offers several explanations

for not feeling successful.

For example,

variables such as the motive to succeed,
avoid failure

(Atkinson,

success (Horner,

1970)

fixed personality
the motive to

1965/1974) and the motive to avoid

are believed to be related to affect

in experiences with success and failure at tasks.

Affect

in success is also explained by attribution and self-worth
theories and the relationship of variables such as ability,
effort,

locus of causality or locus of stability to

feelings following task outcome (Heider,
and Omelich,
1979).

Or,

1984;

or

1971;

Covington

Weiner et al.,

one could consider explanations offered within

the contexts of
1968)

Weiner et al,

1958;

learned helplessness (Seligman et al.,

locus of control literature (Rotter,

1966).

If neither clinical nor experimental explanations offer
the counselor a humanistic context within which to work
with the client,

then perhaps contemporary literature in

"pop psychology"

does.

A review of books on the topic

suggests that the phenomenon is widespread,

inhibiting the

feelings of sucoess for many groups of achievers.

3

For

example,

we are

auooesses

informed that "workaholics"

do not enjoy their success,

nor do they

experience them subjectively (Machlowitz,
1985,

p.59).

We are also informed

and "young

1980,

p.127;

in a recent survey of

400 successful women that 50% of the respondents reported
experiencing imposter feelings at
(Terzela,

1986).

These women,

successful (Harvey & Katz,

least some of the time

by definition,

1975).

The

do not feel

literature also

helps us to understand how self-defeating personality
types,

who may become very successful,

psychologically immature,
hostility,

are plagued by feelings of guilt,

anxiety or inadequacy,

enjoy their success (Warner,
those who "give away"

often are

and can not accept or

1966/1982).

Then there are

their success a la Schenkel (1984)

because of "paralysis of the will,"
a "negative cognitive mindset."

lack of confidence and

Counselors are also

informed that overachievers by definition are unable to
experience their successes because they are motivated by a
fear of failing,

and experience,

growth and evolving self (Birney,
1969).
either

Birdick,

an empty sense of
& Teevan,

Those who fear success suffer similarly:
"wreck"

"wrecked"
And,

instead,

they

the success that they seek or they are

as the goals become realized (Freud,

1916/1963).

those who accept the doctrines of the Protestant Work

Ethic often struggle with dilemmas

4

inherent

in the

teachings and philosophy of the religious sects,
resulting in a sense of emotional sterility,
inability to feel successful (Huber,
What we do know is that the
successful

is an

it

Eg.ally

including an

1971).

inability to feel

issue to many people who are considered

successful by social definition.
what

sometimes

What we do not know is

means to feel or not feel successful.

clinical and experimental perspectives,

The

as well as the

readings in "pop psychology," do not offer affirming and
empowering frameworks within which to help clients (a)
understand the phenomenon and
disappointment

(b) process their

in success.

What may be

instructive here is the work of Frankl

(1978/1985) and his paradigm for understanding subjective
experiences
work and

in success.

in love

continuum;

According to Frankl,

success in

is experienced on a success - failure

however,

success or failure

the phenomenological experience of the

is related to a different dimension and

"moves on an axis perpendicular to the success/failure
axis ... between ...fulfillment and despair"
1978/1985,
potentials"

p.46).
in

In his examination of

life,

(Frankl,
"meaning

he concluded the following.

Only if

we recognize that there are two different dimensions
involved

is

it possible to understand how on one hand we

can meet people who

in spite of success are caught

despair on the other hand...people who

5

in spite of

in

failure have arrived at a sense of fulfilment or even
happiness...."

(Frankl,

1978/1985,

p.42).

In this context,

fulfillment refers to the "fulfillment of one's self
through the fulfillment of meaning;
absence of meaning in one's life.

despair refers to the
Two different

definitions of success are suggested:
definition

a conventional

in which objective measures are applied to

succeeding in work and

in love;

and,

a phenomenological

dimension in which success is psychologically experienced
as fulfillment.
Given the dualism of the definition,

an investigation

of the subjective experience related to success needs to
take

into account both dimensions as defined by Frankl

(1978/1985).

Although Frankl suggests an orthogonal

relationship between the two dimensions,
generally considered

this focus is not

in the clinical and experimental

literature on the phenomenon.

Empirical validations of the

existence of "meaning potentials"

have been noted,

as well

as the degree to which existential frustration exists in
the general population;

also,

there has been statistical

substantiation of the "will to meaning”

in life as a

reliable criterion of mental health (Frankl,
However,

these statistical findings do not necessarily

tell the story.

For example,

one group of researchers

found that the highest scores on meaning in
obtained from well-motivated and
(Crumbaugh,

1978/1985).

"successful

Raphael & Shrader cited

8

life tests were

in Frankl,

professionals
1978/1985).

Certainly,

though,

being a "successful” professional does

not ensure a healthy sense of meaning in living,
pointed out here:

"...among graduates of that University

(Harvard) who went on to lead quite successful,
happy

as was

ostensibly

lives,

a huge percentage complained of a deep sense

of futility,

asking themselves what all their success had

been for (Frankl,

1978/1985,

p.21,

footnote).

Frankl

interprets this sense of futility as one of despair,
crisis

in the meaning of living.

literature

a

What is missing from the

is the phenomenology of why that

explanations for the statistical findings,

is,

i.e.,

the

the personal

accounts for the differences between those who are
"successful"

and feel fulfilled and those who are

"successful"

and do not.

Learning more about the

personal experiences may enlighten counselors as to the
dynamics of the subjective dimension of success and the
psychological processes that enable fulfillment.

Outline of Research Study
>

This research study was exploratory nature and examined
in detail the subjective experiences of success.
personal accounts of twenty "successful"

The

individuals were

considered within an existential framework developed by
Frankl,

a framework in which an orthogonal relationship was

believed to exist between the subjective experience of

7

success and
(Frankl,

"the meanings found in work and love..."

1978/1985,

P.45).

criteria for success,

i.e.,

All participants act objective
contingent upon the recognition

of others and neasured in terns of fortune,
applause
The

(Huber,

fane and/or

1971).

interviews ranged from one to three hours in length

and were open-ended by design.

The guiding questions

evolved fron the content presented by the subjects and were
consistent with the philosophy and principles of the
grounded theory method of conducting research;
collected,

data was

coded and analyzed according to the procedures

and principles of constant comparative analysis so as to
develop a substantive theory of the phenomenology of
fulfillment

in success

(Glaser & Strauss,

This researcher chose to

incorporate into the report

summaries of the participants'
success

(Chapter 4)

personal accounts with

so as to develop a greater

understanding of the factors that enable
feel

fulfilled

a perspective

in their success.
in the

1967).

literature

individuals to

Given the absence of such
(Chapter 2),

accounts enhances the value of this study.
participants'

reporting such
The

collective experience of the phenomenon

examined as well

(Chapter 5),

research study are reviewed

and the conclusions of the

(Chapter 6)

in light of

implications for counseling and future research.

8

is

Def ini

hi ring

There are several terns which are used frequently in
this report that can be ambiguous or otherwise confusing in
nature.

For the purposes of common understanding and

clarity in discussion,
they are used

these terms are defined below as

in this study.

experience of success:

a phenomenological experience,
internal

in nature,

which

occurs in relation to success;
the feeling of fulfillment,
resulting from fulfillment in
meaning.

experience with success:

the varied and extensive
ways

in which an individual

feels,

perceives or otherwise

encounters or undergoes
success.

9

subjective:

the deepest,
of meaning;

levels

a profound,

internal experience;

below

what

external,

is superficial,

obvious;
whimsical

success":

personal

not capricious or
in nature.

culturally or socially
defined accomplishments that
can be objectively measured
in terms of money,
applause,

position,

popularity and the

like.

success:

the term used when neither the
objectives measures nor the
phenomenological experience of
success is discerned or
otherwise differentiated.

Limitations of Study

The scope of

inquiry for data collection was in

accordance with the principles of qualitative research;
focus of the data was aimed at developing an

10

the

interpretive

understanding of the phenomenology of fulfillment in
success.

By definition,

data collected through qualitative

interviewing methods and generated by constant comparative
analysis from a phenomenological perspective will not
itself to statistical analysis.

It can,

however,

lend

help to

develop new theoretical concepts and hypotheses about the
experiences of successful people

in relation to the

phenomenon of success.

Significance

of

Study

Because what has been done through questionnaires needs
to be explored through interviews,
was to examine

the

intent of this study

in detail the subjective experiences related

to success and to consider such experiences within the
orthogonal framework developed by Frankl
an

(1978/1985).

Such

investigation may develop a greater understanding of the

psychological dynamics of the despair - fulfillment axis
which Frankl postulated as separate from the "meanings
found

in work and

love (Frankl,

1978/1985,

p.45).

A

research project of this nature would be helpful to the
professional counselor because

it would provide an

affirming framework within which to assist clients in
understanding their disappointments

in "success"

facilitating the feelings of fulfillment.

11

and in

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

To most Americans,

the idea of success has meant

business or occupational accomplishment.
reward

for the "job well done.”

or achieving,

It is the

It has meant attaining

and it has also meant making money.

Objective and impersonal in nature,

it defies precise

measurement, but it is contingent upon the recognition of
others and is usually assessed in terms of wealth,
applause (Huber,

fame or

1971).

Another concept of success was also espoused, one more
cosmic in nature and non-materialistic in character.

This

was the idea of "true success," the success of the ultimus,
the success of self-development and self-actualization.

It

was the success of leading a self-respecting and
self-accepting life,
mind,

the fruits of which were peace of

love of family and friends, joy in living and

happiness.

This was the success of the person,

too, defied precise measurement.
subjective in nature (Huber,

and it,

It was personal and

1971).

In this chapter of the report,

the researcher examines

these two dimensions of the phenomenon from various
perspectives.

First,

an overview is given of philosophies

about success in the United States and related dilemmas;
this is followed by selected theoretical perspectives about
development,

competence and achievement;

12

and finally,

contemporary popular

literature is reviewed within the

framework of that which inhibits or otherwise blocks one's
ability to

"feel"

success.

Historical Perspective

America is a nation with a pluralistic or fluid "class
system,"

and has no nationally recognized titled nobility.

These factors are believed to underlie the importance of
status

in the American's idea of success.

instead

is an

‘American dream,"

what one wants to be as
(Milner,

1968).

What America has

a belief that anyone can be

long as one tries hard enough

Because of the

importance economic

achievement has within such an open system,
meant social achievement as well.
economic

ladder,

success has

With each rise

in the

wealth is converted to possessions and

discretionary money is used symbolically to establish
position

in society.

Our's

is a nation of social and

financial climbers where one's esteem often depends on the
results of one's achievements.
recognition,

a measure of one's worth,

one's character
respects;
"dream"
freedom.
it

Wealth is the criterion of

(Huber,

1971).

"Success"

it's the all-American goal,

and

and an

fueled by the "ideals"

index of

is what society

justified by the

of happiness and

Although deplored by writers and seekers alike,

is the materialistic

idea of success for which people

intentionally strive.

13

Amerifinn_Credo of Snnrxac;^

Americans historically have followed the preachings of
success writers,

those who established general principles

for accumulating wealth,

while warning their followers of

the consequences of making wealth the ultimate goal
life.

Huber

(1971)

traced the

idea of success

in

in the

American culture and concluded that success writers
reflected the economic,
their times,

political and social forces of

teaching "ways to wealth"

lecture halls,

from pulpits,

and through literature.

Two rather prominent success ethics have dominated the
philosophies of success writers since colonial days:
"character ethic"

and the "personality ethic."

the

The former

became prominent during the seventeenth century and
maintained

its

influence until the

1930's.

It was

religiously based with a secular counterpart that was
accepted and proclaimed as the
period

"way to wealth" during a

in the American economy when

individual ambition,

self-discipline and delayed gratification were critical to
the

formation of the country.

Religious and secular

advocates alike professed the values of

industry and

honesty in attaining both material and "true"
result was the

"wealthy person with character."

the world of the small entrepreneur,
making,"

where

continuously,

success.

"

the person

This was
in the

thrift and perseverance were reaffirmed
as were effort and

14

industriousness.

The

Religiously,

it was embodied

Ethic and the belief

in the Protestant Work

in two callings:

a general calling to

serve God and to save one's salvation;
calling to be employed

however,

a personal

in a useful and distinguished way in

the community by doing good for others.
calling,

and,

The personal

was contingent upon first, attaining

wealth in order to be able to give to others.

Because of

the underlying belief that the "elect" were already chosen
by God and that

it was the

or she were among them,

individual's task to find if he

those who subscribed to the

Protestant work ethic continually strove to improve
themselves.

However,

this often resulted

rationalization of all conduct.

in the rigid

The religious teachings

also prohibited such self-indulgence as spending money on
one's self;

consequently,

in one's business.

financial gains were reinvested

Of significance,

though,

psychological consequences of such dogma:

was the

early

businessmen of such religious persuasions were unable to
enjoy their successes nor did they have "permission"
relax for fear of
among

losing the conviction that they were

"the saved."

economic means:

Labor was no

elect were diligent,

thrifty,

the pursuit of riches,

with God

became an

(Weber,

longer exclusively an

it became a spiritual end.

the character ethic were embedded

teachings,

to

The virtues of

in the belief that the

sober and prude;

and,

thus,

once the enemy of religious

integral part of them,

1958).

15

linking success

The secular counterpart of the Protestant Work Ethic in
America was
qualities of

lead by Benjamin Franklin who exalted the
industry and frugality.

preachings represented hope,
thrill of

pride

life and

in one's country and the

identifying with the saga of rags to riches.

ignored the
intelligence

influence of

luck,

family,

resolution,

and instead

order,

sincerity,

tranquility and humility (Huber,

1971).

Both the secular and religious schools agreed

though,

that developing these virtues

However,

He

friends and

in one s quest for success,

espoused the virtues of temperance,
justice,

His

they differed

led to wealth.

in what justified material success.

The followers of Prostestantism believed that wealth was
the evidence of God's favor on the "elect,"
"stewards of God's wealth"

and as

they believed they were

responsible to care and account for their possessions.
Thus,

work became surrounded by values which increased the

symbolic

importance of making a living.

on the other hand,

Secular teachings,

justified wealth as benevolence

name of humanitarianism ("moral perfection")

in the

(Huber,

1971).

The teachings of the Protestant Work Ethic were
mainsprings of tension for the followers.
capitalism and

its competitive,

attitudes vied with the
beliefs
love.

in gentleness,

"give"

The

aggressive and

of

impersonal

of Christianity and

forgiveness,

its

sacrifice and brotherly

Although success was judged externally,

internally driven by the need for self-respect.
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"get"

it was
Beyond

money and fame,

the deeper drive was to prove one's worth

and character to one's self.
to become"

rather than

sterility.

One consequence of "striving

"striving to be"

was emotional

The release of emotion was construed to mean

domination by worldly pleasures;
one would be

"in control,"

success demanded

(Huber,

by smothering emotions,

and being "in control"

1971;

Weber,

1958).

Following the Great Depression of
shift to the

personality ethic"

was what

1929,

there was a

because the character

ethic failed to sustain the self-made man's
accomplishments.

Hard work no

"power of positive thinking"

longer ensured success.

The

that first challenged the

character ethic now had a willing market of success
seekers.

As service occupations and people-centered jobs

emerged,

the power of thinking one's way to success needed

a personality capable of delivering the goal.
market resulted

This new

in a workplace with unprecedented

interdependence between people:

life was filled with

interconnections.

in corporations;

People worked

owner-operator economy was passe.
was no

An

the

individual's success

longer measured by the success of the business;

instead,

there were

"promotions"

on "ladders of success"

that were contingent upon judgments by "others."
virtues of hard work,
insufficient;
what mattered.
"accompanied"

The older

perseverance and determination were

working through others and managing them was
And,

"true success"

material success
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became something that

(Huber,1971).

Although the

individualized free-enterprise system was

replaced by a highly interdependent corporate pattern,
■American Dream"

still embodied the belief in independent

effort as well as psychic rewards:
person

the

into a happy,

it could convert a

whole being through some

ritual such as occupational status.

external

Milner (1968)

referred

to the attribution of magical qualities to the phenomenon
of

success"

as the

"Touchstone Fallacy."

He believed that

the effects of such economic and social forces were
eventually realized

in a "general and pervasive malaise

among middle class Americans"
of confidence
life.

in one's self to control the course of one's

However,

reassurance of the verity of the "Dream"

and the worthiness of
to seminars.

that was manifested as a loss

its pursuit proliferated from pulpits

The teachings reinforced values such as being

"greedy ... ambitious ...look(ing)

out for number

one...be(ing) Machiavellian .... a winner...and rich."
(Korda,

1977,

p.

3);

and,

audiences were

informed that

was to their advantage to be from the mid-west,
jobs,

be Episcopalian,

salary by age fifty (Korda,

and have attained maximum

1977).

Achievement became the sine qua non

"career

"journey to

a journey characterized by a climb not only of

ladders"

and

"social structure"
important

not change

have studied outside the humanities,

be successful by age thirty-five,

success,"

it

"trees of knowledge,"

as well.

but of the

Achievers as a group became

in contemporary literature,
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often scrutinized for

the secrets of their success.
this

means

to the "ends':

feelings about themselves;

Audiences were reassured of
achievers had genuine positive

they liked who they were and

they felt content with themselves and their places
(McClelland,

1953).

Their traits and attributes were

equally appealing:
who relied on
they were

they were

"self-contained

individuals"

"their own values for directing their

lives";

leaders with compelling visions and constant

awareness;
fail,

in life

they were excellent communicators;

and they could accept feedback;

affirming and
McClelland,

inspiring co-workers

1953).

The

and,

they could

they were

(Bennis,

1982;

image was seductive:

success

personally and professionally.
A recent twist

in philosophy on success is reflected in

literature after the extensive and
during the
force.
joined

lengthy examination

1970's of women as professionals

in the work

By the early eighties writers and researchers
"successful"

individuals,

both male and female,

questioning the presumed capacity of
"true success."

For example,

"success"

in a series of

in

to ensure

interviews

with men who had been

identified by their peers as happy,

fulfilled,

individuals,

these

successful

"successful"

way (Adams,

1981).

it became apparent that

individuals did not,

They were self-confident,

sense of personal efficacy,

feel that

had a strong

and derived great joy from

performing well and accomplishing goals.
happiness had not

in fact,

However,

their

increased with the prestige and power
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they attained.
successes,

They were unable to relax and enjoy their

constantly feeling pressured to seek new

challenges,

usually of power and prestige

in nature.

The

attractiveness of their goals dimished as they were
realized,

and they often experienced depression after goal

attainment.

Interestingly enough,

the men in this study

tended to define success only in relation to work;
recognition,

professional success,

accomplishment were rated more
partner's happiness,
The men
"free"

and financial

important than

love,

a

friends or personal growth.

in Adams'

(1981) study did not seem to be

of a childhood

interpretation of the "American

Dream."

Their need to win,

to achieve,

to lead,

to earn,

and to be recognized for fulfilling their roles and goals
was still their overwhelming preoccupation.

For example,

they believed that those who sought alternative versions of
the American Dream could not succeed
And,

in their own careers.

their devotion to goal fulfillment was single minded:

only a few of the men expressed satisfaction in their
personal

lives that was equal to or surpassed their

satisfaction

in work.

Even fewer believed that personal

success could replace the satisfaction of achievement
Balancing personal and professional
distraction or
noted,

however,

lives was considered a

limitation on upward mobility.

Adams

that there appeared to be a growing

realization by these subjects that such a balance may be an
important aspect of happiness.
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Social trends were affecting the American culture
during the time of Adams'

(1981)

research on male

achievers.

There had been a shift

and renewed

interest in ethical

in traditional sex roles

issues.

The women's

liberation movement and civil rights movement were active,
and there was a dramatic
force

(White,

1983).

influx of women

into the

labor

The picture of achieving women during

this period was similar to that of men in at least one
significant way:

the American Dream was becoming equally

important to them (Adams,
significantly from men

1983).

However,

women differed

in their perception of the

relationship between personal and professional success.
Regardless of whether women did so as an unconscious
justification for not affirming culturally defined roles,
or whether women experienced a heightened sensitivity to
the holistic experience of the self,

the balance between

the two dimensions of success was perceived as an asset and
was experienced by them as a source of strength.
A poll
magazines

in the mid

1980's by Success and Working Woman

(reported by Ragan,

1985)

suggested that men

still rated financial success as more

important than

developing personally rewarding relationships and
good family life;"

women,

financial,

and career success equally important and

family,

on the other hand,

"having a

"developing personal relationships"

as next

More recent research suggests that the

tended to rate

in priority.
"American Dream

is still alive and being avidly sought with the expectation
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of

attaining it

(as reported by Women's World,

As the twenty-first oentury approaches,
substance of the
home,

success.

are still

However,

lifestyle,

so

Owning a

integral to the American's idea of
is the freedom to choose one's own

lives,"

and

"values relating to the

such as being "the best at your

being well educated and doing things that are useful

for society."

Survey findings such as these are supported

by the observers of "success trends"
have

the

and "having a better life than

being self-employed,

quality of their

though,

appears to be changing.

financial security,

our parents"

job,

"Dream''

4/28/87).

identified

in recent

in the culture who

literature the tendency among

both men and women to "drop out"

when their expectations

are not fulfilled and seek other opportunities through
which to express their needs for
over their success

(Ford,

especially among women,

1987).

independence and control
So,

too,

is the tendency,

to choose a more balanced

life by

breaking from the more traditional "climb to success"
"find success on her own terms,"
leaving the corporate world and
the ability to
quoted

in Ford,

(Smith,
its

1987),

often

"glass ceilings"

"define and control their success"
1987)

and

for

(Crockett

as they want to.

Dilemmas

The
resulted

idea of

two dimensions of success for Americans has

in a series of problems that became dilemmas.
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For example,

one such problem was the void that

individuals

experienced when pursuing meaning and purpose in the world
of work,

the. context for achieving "success"(Huber,

The void was one between the ideal and the real,
promise and the product,
be.

the "what

is"

1971).

the

and the "what should

The development and the psychological consequences of

this and other dilemmas are perhaps best understood

in the

relationship of Puritan-Protestantism to capitalism,
relationship examined by Weber

(1958)

a

in his research to

determine the psychological conditions that made possible
the development of capitalistic civilizations.

Weber

believed that the religious revolution of the sixteenth
century,
to God,

which encouraged the pursuit of wealth as a duty
changed moral standards and what had been denounced

as vices in the previous era became
A second dilemma identified
of means and ends,
and

"true success."

lauded.

in the

literature was one

the personal dilemma between material
The tension between these conflicting

values was relieved only when one continually appraised
one's commitment to honesty,

generosity and "true success."

Another dilemma involved the polarities of hypocrisy and
sincerity;

this was based

in the personality ethic and

reflected the necessity in a consumptive economy to manage
or otherwise control people for personal or corporate gain.
The

indifferent attitude toward

"true success"

part of the personality ethic resulted

that was

in a moral

relativism in which means were considered good only, if they
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achieved the desired results.

Hypocrisy and deception

became a part of the "public relations mentality":
lay in public polls, not in principles.

truth

Although the

personality ethic helped to resolve self-conscious agonies
and inferiority feelings caused by the character ethic,

it

resulted for some in a compromise of integrity and an
alienated sense of self because the means to success were
in contingent upon the responses of others (Huber,

1971).

A fourth dilemma discussed by Huber (1971) embodied the
"American Dream" and its "Touchstone Fallacy"
1968).

(Milner,

It was expressed as a dilemma of individual

fulfillment versus national power.

Huber contended that

the American idea of success had been to "get ahead" and
this drive to succeed was believed to be the keystone value
supporting material success,
power.

and,

thus, American growth and

Huber speculated that if becoming satisfied with

one's position in life and seeking "true success" were to
become the goal of American society,
scale negative consequences.

there could be large

"Without the absorption in

work and the drive for innovation,

America would begin to

slip from its position as the mightiest industrial nation
in the world."

(Huber,

1971, p. 446).

The work and drive

so important to the economic security of our nation happens
also to be the two factors that could transform the
"American Dream"

into "American Reality."

And,

so,

businessman became the symbol of power, prestige and
aristocracy in America.
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the

A final dilemma that Americans experienced in the search
for success was between •'success"
(1971)

and happiness.

Huber

contended that the key to understanding happiness in

America was to understand the values of the striving
society,

i.e.

that people were not permitted to be

satisfied with their attainments:

this year's success

became next year's point of departure.
problematic,

for it

"getting there"

"got you nowhere"

"the

life

too,

was

in a country where

was crucial to self-esteem.

study of the American proletariat,
1971) noted that

Leisure,

In his 1905

Sombart (cited in Huber,

ideal for American

is not found

m the pleasurable development of self nor in the beautiful
harmony of a well-rounded

life,

but only in (getting

ahead)...for any endeavor must be endless that seeks only
quantity,

since this

this dilemma between
become the focus of

is always boundless"
"success"
literature

(p.

440).

It is

and happiness that has
in the

late

1980's.

The

trend by both male and female Americans is to face this
dilemma openly,
way to

with conscious determination,

and find a

integrate both fulfillment and "success"

experience of the phenomenon

(Ford,

1987;

Smith,

into their
1987).

Theoretical Bases

Sometimes the journey from "rags to riches"
of rags to wretchedness.

When the
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"Dream"

becomes one

is not attained,

when the
must

"Joneses"

are beyond reach,

when the

endure the self-realization of failure,

"success"

can destroy the

family and friends.
about such tragedies,

individual
the price of

individual and relationships with

Success writers frequently caution
observing through literary eyes,

what

psychologists have been systematically studying and
treating in psychotherapy during the twentieth century.
In this section of the paper,

the perspectives of selected

psychologists are reviewed in relation to competence,
development and achievement.

Competence

Central to an exploration of the phenomenon of success
is the concept of competence.

Three theorists who have

contributed significantly in this area of understanding are
Freud

(1923/1969;

Erikson
terms of

1926/1959),

(1950/1963).

White (1959,

1960)

and

Their work will be considered only in

its relation to developing or enhancing one's

sense of competence.
When considering psychoanalytic theory,

there are

several concepts that are especially relevant to the sense
of competence.

First

is that of the

libido,

the

life

energy that constitutes the underlying basis for Freud's
(1923/1969)

theory of development.

present force
and

is rooted

This powerful and omni

in the biology of the

is manifested as drives that
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"impel(s)

individual

the mind

into

activity,

with the ultimate aim of bringing about a

cessation of tension,
1984,

p.

24).

a sense of gratification"

The reduction

(Corsini,

in tension that occurs in

age-specific negotiations is believed critical to healthy
personality development.
through need reduction.
and death (aggression)
1984,

White,

1960),

Competence,

too,

is acquired

When drive activity occurs,

life

instincts fuse together (Corsini,

and when not discharged directly,

result in compromised and new motives such as preferences,
interests and values.

Lesser forms of these compromised

motives include mastery,
competition.

dominance,

By definition,

they are more persistently

motivated because they are the
the

exploitation and

lesser compromised form of

instinct.
The second concept

is that of the development of the

superego and

its two subsystems:

the ego-ideal and the

conscience.

Each of these respectively corresponds to the

individual's perceptions of the parent's beliefs about
morally good and morally bad.

The superego's task is to

resolve wishes and fears related to the Oedipal complex,
the psychological consequences for which are feelings of
pride and guilt/inferiority (Hall,

1957).

Resolving this

task effectively is believed to be critical to the child's
capacity to negotiate success and competition,
to

have a psychologically balanced

(Freud,

1916/1963).

as well as

life of work and

love

The third concept of relevance here is

the reality principle,

under which the ego develops as
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it

differentiates from the
attainment
factors,

id and the

superego.

When goal

is frustrated by anxiety based in external

a sense of helplessness results.

Defenses

develop to protect from insecurity of not meeting demands
masterfully:

fear of failure or ridicule when the ego-ideal

system is offended;
(Hall,

1954).

and,

a fear of

losing parental

In the sphere of work,

critical to achievement,

love

where competence is

inhibitions are experienced

subjectively as a decrease

in pleasure,

fatigue,

sickness,

giddiness or a diminished ability to do the work.
Sometimes the self

is punished,

as when the ego is

inhibited from actions that would result in success,

so as

to prevent a conflict with the superego (Freud,
1926/1959).

Compromised motives,

along with healthy

resolves of the Oedipal conflict and reality anxiety,
adequately prepares the

individual for the challenges of

the personal and objective dimensions of success that are
important

in the American culture

White's

(1959,

(Huber,

1971).

1960) concept of competence was at

variance with that of drive theory.

He defined competence

as the fitness or ability of the organism to

interact

effectively with the environment and argued that drive
theory does not account for the responses of manipulation,
exploration or activity,
significance.
play and

nor for their adaptive

His theory posited that through exploratory

its directedness,

selectivity,
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and persistence,

the child developed the competence necessary to live
effectively in the environment.

Activity,

manipulation,

and exploration were considered aspects of competence,
were motivated by the principle of effectance,

and

so named

because of the organism's ability to cause effects on the
environment.
efficacy,

Pleasurable feelings,

or feelings of

were experienced when competence was being

developed.

The "sense of competence" was the subjective

aspect of the total experience.
sought after.

Work was an

It became cherished and

important sphere for the

successful accomplishment of tasks,
organization,

purposeful

and problem solving all of which were

contingent upon the need for constancy of effort toward
goal accomplishment and reliability.
Erik Erikson's

(1950/1963) work retained the

model while focusing on crises

in the growth of the

individual's ability to explore,
activities that developed the
competence.

manipulate,

According to Erikson,

the

life.

and engage in

individual's sense of
growth was contingent

upon the effective resolve of nuclear crises
phases of

libido

Personality developed

in sequential

in accordance with

individual's readiness for successively increasing

interactions with the social environment.

The quality of

the resolutions depended on the mutuality between the
individual and the environment.
Of particular relevance to the topic at hand are the
first

four nuclear crises

in this theory.
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In the first

conflict (trust vs.

mistrust)

enduring quality patterns
care.

Critical,

also,

the firm establishment of

is a necessary task of parental

is the conveyance to the child of a

somatic conviction that there
are doing"

(Erikson,

is a meaning to what they

1950/1963,

p.

249).

crisis of development (autonomy vs.

In the second

shame and doubt) outer

control must be firmly reassured through well-guided
encouragement towards and wishes for having a choice.

This

must develop on a basic faith in existence and protection
from experiencing shame and doubt in meaningless ways.
Successful resolution of this nuclear conflict

is a basic

sense of good and pride resulting from a sense of
self-control without
nuclear conflict
consistent,

loss of self-esteem.

(initiative vs.

learning,

Successful resolution
and tangible dreams,

hope,

initiative,

i.e.,

includes direction towards possible
becoming attached to goals

in

and a developing sense of moral responsibility.

self-control and direction,
willpower and purposeness.

to be basic virtues

in these stages are

with related feelings of
Erikson considered these

"because without them,

and their

re-emergence from generation to generation,
more changeable systems of human values
and

is for

sharing and performing.

The essential ego strengths developed
drive,

the need

non-contradictory guidance of

encouragement of

adulthood,

guilt)

In the third

relevance"

(Erikson,

1950/1963,
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p.

all other and

lose their spirit
274).

Important to this discussion
by Erikson (1950/1963)
of

industry versus

is the significance given

to the fourth nuclear crisis,

inferiority.

develops during this stage

that

The ego strength which

is that of methods,

i.e.,

an

identification with tools and skills and the hope for
industrial association.
It

The basic virtue is competence.

is a socially decisive stage

in that a sense of

technological ethos develops as a result of working with
people and experiencing a sense of division of
differential opportunity.

labor and

The consequences of an

ineffective resolution are significant to one's experience
of success.

A sense of

regression may result,

inadequacy and psychological
and there

is the danger of

limiting

oneself to a life of only work or valuing only "what
works.

The

individual

"may become the conformist and

thoughtless slave of his technology and of those who are in
a position to exploit

it"

(Erikson,

1963,

p.

261).

Psychological Development

Various theories seek to explain the psychological
development of the
perspective,

individual.

they tend to agree

realize human capacity.
because of

Although they differ
in purpose:

in

to fully

Selected theories are reviewed

their relevance to the subjective experience of

success.
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HnrnftY~

The

Homey <1937/1964,
whole,

of psychology postulated by

1950/1970) views the person as a dynamic

with growth contingent upon interaction with the

environment.

The person's energies were believed to be

invested in affirmative strivings toward
self-actualization,
moral courage,
and

i.e.,

knowledge,

achievements,

intellect.

and full use of

According to Horney,

would unfold provided the

spiritual powers,

a person's capacities

individual's emotional needs were

met through an environment of confidence,
constructive discipline.
individual
offers.

imagination

encouragement and

The psychologically healthy

is able to realize potential and enjoy what

However,

life

if psychological growth is inhibited,

the

individual develops a sense of profound insecurity,
helplessness,

and vague apprehension

(basic anxiety).

Horney's neurotic personality is driven by anxiety to find
compromising solutions for conflicting tendencies at the
expense of the whole personality.
over-compliant,
behavior.

over-withdrawn or over-aggressive in

None of these solutions

the person's growth is restricted.
conflict

is satisfying because
Eventually,

the

is solved by making one of these strategies

predominant.
in

They become

reaction,

The neurosis

is discerned by either rigidity

underachievement,

or "if

in spite of having

all the possibilities for feeling happy he cannot enjoy
what

he has..."

unable to

"feel"

(Horney,

1937/1964,

one's success.
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p.

21),

and,

thus,

is

The

individual's basic need to develop a firm sense of

integration,
drive to

self-confidence,

lift"

and identity results in a

one's self above others,

ones self from the "real self,"
of strength.

thus alienating

the central,

inner force

The response is a comprehensive neurotic

solution (Horney,

1950/1970)

in which needs are fulfilled

through imagination and an idealized
powers and faculties.

image of unlimited

An identification is made with this

idealized self and one moves toward the idealized self in a
compulsive way with "shoulds"

and

"taboos."

Goals as well as motives differentiate the strivings of
healthy and neurotic
healthy individual,
process,

the goal

is

For example,

inclusive of the

However,

when

it

or status that one seeks,

growth or evolution,

learning

no

interest

is the glory,

there is no sense of

in the

learning process.

The emphasis for the healthy individual
neurotic,

with the

of actually doing and growing and experiencing a

sense of evolution.
prestige,

individuals.

it

is

"appearing."

is "being";

for the

Since the neurotic solution

is only possible at the expense of the "real self,"

there

are consequences such as the loss of a sense for what is
truth;

self-contempt and self-torment,

self-confidence and self-respect;
inflated significance;

and,

Accomplishment,

feelings of arrogance and

neurotic pride based on

prestige values and faculties
self.

rather than

invested outside of the

not striving,

assets are denied or discounted
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is valued and actual

(Horney,

1950/1970).

A yet different perspective

Abraham

by Maslow (1971/1983) who proposed that growth,
deficits,
that the

are the basis of development.

is offered
not

His theory assumes

individual has primary motives arranged

hierarchically.

The higher

self-actualization,

level needs such as

goodness and truth are valued by those

individuals who make full use of their talents and
capabilities,
realism,

demonstrate autonomy,

spontaneity and

and accept themselves and others.

Maslow (1971/1983) preferred the concept of "degree of
humanness

to that of social competence or human

effectiveness and considered talents,
inquisitive behavior
1963).

innate

capacities and

impulses and needs (Maslow,

"Gratification of the cognitive needs is

subjectively satisfying and can even yield peak
experiences.... this kind of satisfaction

is

1if®~validating...it

is the same with intellectual growth

in general"

1963,

(Maslow,

p.

115).

Maslow s self-actualizing individuals are relatively
free of

illness,

capacities

are gratified

in basic needs,

use

in positive ways and are motivated by values to

which they are

loyal

(Maslow,

1971/1983).

to and work at something they believe
of themselves.

in,

They are devoted
something outside

Of significance to the experience of

success was Maslow's study of older visibly successful
individuals who,
and

he observed were motivated by higher goals

impressed as spontaneous,

natural,
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and more easily
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themselves.

They experienced feelings of good fortune and

ambivalence,

"of awe...of wonder that they should have been

chosen,

and of the peculiar mixture of pride fused with

humility,

of arrogance..."

(Maslow,

1971/1983,

p.

293).

Individuals whose full humanness was realized had
transcended the polarization of work and play,

identifying

with their work which embodied the growth values that
motivated them.

However,

level of development,
there

not all

individuals reached this

and when full humanness

is failure to grow psychologically.

becomes

inhibited,

consciousness

losses are experienced.

There

is thwarted,

Creativity

is narrowed,

and cognitive

is a fear of responsibility

and a loss of the sense of competence as well.
extreme,

there

is a sense of experiential emptiness in

which one turns to outer cues for guidance.
individuals are tense and rigid,
well as their urges.

Their unconscious

spontaneous or privately crazy.

is walled off;

meaning...doubts about the goals of

laugh,

to be

with "loss of

life...loss of

courage ... hope ... dislike for oneself...
is being wasted..."

to

Within Maslow's theory,

neurosis concerned spiritual matters,

life

These

and fear their emotions as

they give up their ability to fantasize,

one's

At the

recognition that

(Maslow,

Maslow (1971/1983) believed that

1971/1983,

p.

30).

"one experienced full

humanness .... greater happiness and joy...."psychological
success".... the
"ingested"

level of being"

when the

both basic and higher needs
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individual

(p.

312).

K

Alfred Afll nr..
(Adler,

1969)

unconscious,

The school of Individual Psychology

focused on the conscious,
and

is a psychology of the person

her social setting.
expectations,

rather than the

It's emphasis

not experiences,

is human potential;

are believed to be germane

to understanding personality structure.
that

in his or

Adler believed

individuals were social beings motivated by social

interests and who were aware of the reasons for behaviors.
Six basic concepts sustain his theory of development,

all

of which emphasize the self in the cause of behavior.
The first concept
that

is Final Fictionalism,

the belief

ideals and expectations effect behavior and create

growth by motivating people to act consistently with
goals.

Basic to attaining these goals are the concepts of

Striving for Superiority and Inferiority.

The former is

considered the

intrinsic

"pulling force"

in

life,

an

necessity and the drive upon which all others receive
power.

It

is manifested as an active,

upward,

quest for a sense of completion of the self,

unceasing

the best that

one can be.

The second basis of human striving,

Inferiority,

is also a basis for problems of psychological

maladjustment

(Adler,

Adler means a sense of
individual

1969,

p.

incompleteness

By Inferiority,
in one's

is motivated to overcome this

through compensatory efforts.
life,

131).

an unending,

It

life.

incompleteness

is a "pushing force"

yet escalating cycle of growth:

feelings are compensated for and goals are attained,
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The

in

once

inferiority fselinfis srrn:
.
.
clings wain develop
level

of growth.

Adler suggests

individuals ccmpensate

weaknesses"

by working for

investing oneself
This

is believed

individuals

to

in

the

to be

Interest,
replaces
include

the
the

in

This

in

order

three most

relations,

of

coping with
the

purpose.
all

"Life

Style"

It

is

purposeful;

active

the

are
the

rather

goal directed;

self-determined

level of

of

involvement

is

for

in

life:

Individual Psychology
style

life plan,
in

organismic
merely

united;
1969,

of

living and

the personality to
For Adler,

idea of
as

the

reactive:

self-consistent;
p.

is

the philosophy,

subordinated.
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and

occupation.

than

(Adler,

others

resolve what Adler

one's unique

is

in

relationships

a unitary process

represented

as

to

feature

Style,
This

investing

important problems

other processes

individual

and,

Life

individuals

to provide outlets

sexuality and

life.

which

This

superiority and

the

concept

that motivates

Hell developed social

interpersonal

Another distinctive
the

larger sooiety.

Healthy

attained without

believed necessary

social

is,

is Adler’s concept of Social

identifying with the group.

of

the

that

their private gains to public

their success.

are not

considered

"common good,"

self focussed goals.

through cooperation,

strivings

••natural

socialized striving for superiority which

others

interests

healthy

their

innate drive

subordinate

interests and welfare.

in

for

interest of

an

the newly attained

that

development

the

at

xvii).

unique;

The concept,

though,

that rated the personality

struoture was the Creative Self.
meaning,

This is what gave life

the end to which one strove.

It is the process

that allows the individual to find ways to fulfill ones
Life Style and create ones own personality.
ultimate determiner (Adler,
In Adlerian Psychology,
m

living

It is the

1969, p. xx).
the individual who has "failed

is the one who lacks social interest and has a

self-centered Life Style of power,

self-aggrandisement or

otherwise egocentric interests.

AchievRBiftn -h

Voluminous data have been generated by researchers and
practitioners whose interests are based in achievement
development.

It is not this researcher's intent to review

the breadth of this field of study,

but rather to consider

the area of achievement motivation because of it relevance
to one's experience of success.
Research has taken two distinct directions in this
field.

One approach is rooted in a theory of motives as

conditioned affective states,
charges in affect by cues;

conceived as a re-creation of

changes were believed to be

associated with the stimuli that were present when the
change occurred.

The primary interest with this approach

was the social origins and consequences of achievement
motivation for a society (McClelland,
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1953/1961).

Another direction was taken by Atkinson (1965/1974,
1974)

who conducted research on analysis of

contemporaneous determinants of achievement oriented
activities.

His theory (1965/1974)

is based

in notions set

forth by Lewin (cited in Canavan-Gumpert et al.,
concerned levels of aspiration.

1978) and

Lewin had identified four

factors that were believed to affect the importance that
individuals ascribed to a task:
people perceived in success;

the gains and the

and,

likelihood of each occurring.

losses

the estimates of

The experience of

satisfaction was believed to be contingent upon attaining
the desired

level of aspiration.

Central to Atkinson's

expectancy-value theory was the assumption that all
individuals have some capacity for
and for anxiety about failing.

interest in achieving

This motive or need to

achieve was believed to be expressed as a concern over
performing well

in an evaluation context.

The motive to

achieve was considered a stable personality trait.
Another motivational factor was the tendency to avoid
failure.

This was believed to be the source of the

conscious experience of anxiety.

It was separate and

distinct from the achievement motive,

and was experienced

as a capacity to react with humiliation and shame
failure.

in

This motive was elicited when there was an

expectancy that some act would

lead to failure.

The

tendency to avoid failure was considered to be a relatively
general and stable personality trait as well.
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Another negative incentive was proposed by Horner
(1970) whose contribution to the research on achievement
motivation was the motive to avoid success.

Her original

research was concerned with attempting to understand why
the few results collected on female subjects in this area
of research had not been consistent with the existing
theory of motivation or with the research findings for men
or internally consistent with other findings for women.
Horner reasoned that this motive generated anxiety for
women in achievement settings and that the anxiety could
interfere with the motive to aohieve and effect
performance.

The anxiety resulting from the motive was

believed to be aroused in settings that involved
interpersonal competition,

especially with men.

It was

initially believed to be more common among women than among
men,

and was believed to be elicited, not because of a fear

of failing, but because of the expectancy that success
would be followed by negative consequences such as social
rejection and the sense of losing one's femininity.
Horner (1970,

1972/1975) took the position that anxiety

about succes was an anxiety about competition and about its
masculine overtones in American culture.

She believed that

society's failure to reconcile personal ambition and
accomplishment with femininity resulted in choices, perhaps
unconscious,

not to develop either potential or

individuality,
for others.

but rather to live vicariously through and

Horner posited that only when the goal was an
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independent personal career goal did a problem arise,

and

that performance was affected only when the motive was
aroused.

If a woman did not desire or expect to succeed,

the motive would not be aroused.
The

implications of the

Horner's (1970,
recorded,

line of research generated by

1972/1975) work had been widely reported,

and accepted.

However,

reviews of empirical

evidence do not support her findings;
raised regarding methodology,

concerns have been

interpretations of data and

the reliability - validity of the projective measure used
to assess the motive (Canavan-Gumpert et.
et.

al.,

1984;

Tresemer,

1976a,

1976b).

al.,

1978;

Geen

Perhaps the most

comprehensive and extensive systematic review of the motive
to avoid success was conducted by Tresemer (1976b) and
based on the collective findings of over one hundred
studies.

He concluded from his research that,

overall,

no

major differences existed between the sexes in the
incidence of the motive to avoid success,

and that

individual variability in response to traditional career
success far exceeded gender-role differences.

He also

determined that the motive to avoid success was not related
to ability or gender-role

identification.

There was no

significant relationship found with other measures of
anxiety either.

The only findings that his review of

studies upheld were correlations between the motive and
external

locus of control and greater cooperation

motive situations.
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in mixed

C-linical

Consider^i r.nc;

Philosophical beliefs and theoretical thought come
together in clinical practice,

often challenging client and

therapist alike to find affirming and empowering models
from which to work.

Sometimes popular literature is most

informative for understanding the application of theory and
philosophy to clinical practice.

This section of the

chapter focuses on such literature and various clinical
considerations in relation to the experience of success.

Evil Eves and Promethean Will

In the quest for "success,"

individuals frequently are

warned of the dangers inherent in their ambitious
undertakings.
every day life,

These warnings, which are very much part of
can be debilitating if internalized or

literally heeded.
higher the climb,

For example,

the popular fallacy "the

the harder the fall" warns of the

downside of having high aspirations.

Fallacies such as

this are embodied in themes of evil disaster prevalent in
myths that warn of eternal damnation for achievers.

Based

in ancient mythology, we carry with us today ancient
warnings about material rewards and sudden fortune, power
or fame because of the gods' wrath for desiring
personifications of the evil spirit Mammon (Huber,
P.27 ) .
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1971,

Myths are believed to provide a sense of meaningful
relationship between the individual and the world, as well
as a link with history.
transcultural beliefs.

Some mythical themes reflect
the essense of which is "a haunting

awareness of transcendental forces peering through the
cracks of the universe'1

(Schorer,

1946/1969, p.355-356).

One such theme concerns ethical struggles and is reflected
in the popular fear of Hubris,

the Greek sin of arrogance

and pride which is the onl* sin that is always punished and
never forgiven.
culture,

Another example is also from Greek

and it is the story of Icarus,

the youth with

waxed wings who fell from the heavens after flying too
close to the sun.

This,

too, was a lesson for humankind:

dire consequences await those who reach too high or surpass
family aspirations.

Interestingly,

basis for the clinically determined

this legend is also the
"Icarus complex," a

neurotic disorder in which much attention is focussed on
the glories of success and the repulsiveness of failure and
obscurity.

The disorder develops before the onset of the

Oedipus Conflict,

and results in an impaired ability to

form lasting emotional attachments.

Consequently,

aspirations can not be emotionally sustained;

they

compensate for their lack of accomplishment with fantasies
of importance and power (Murray cited in Canavan-Gumpert et
al.,

1978, p.32) .
Myths such as these denounce rational thought and

reflect cross-cultural beliefs that ultimate knowledge
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13 reserved

to*

ths Sods.

They also evoke fears which can

inhibit an individual from actualizing potential.

Maslow

(1971/1983) referred to one such defense against growth as
the "Jonah Complex," the fear of one's own greatness.

He

believed that it was precisely the god-like that fascinated
and frightened:

to discover the self's potential evoked

conflicting feelings of awe,
exhilaration.

humility,

fright,

and

This was based in the belief that

individuals feared their best as well as their worst.

The

basis for the fear and the defenses that developed (low
aspirations, mock-humility and pseudostupidity) was an
unconscious belief that one would be "torn apart" by the
awe of the experience.

"In brief,

against our own greatness,
1963/1973, p.119).

this is the struggle

the fear of hubris"

When expressed in relation to others,

it is referred to as countervaluing,
as feelings of uneasiness,
inferiority.

(Maslow,

hostility,

and it is manifested
envy or

This reaction to "ultimate success" reflected

a universal fear of direct confrontation with the
incarnation of highest values,
capabilities (Maslow,

i.e.,

1971/1983).

one's god-like

We are cautioned,

"If

you deliberately plan to be less than you are capable of
being... you'11 be deeply unhappy for .... evading your
own... possibilities"

(Maslow,

1963/1971, p.35).

The fate of Prometheus warns us as well.
legend,

According to

Prometheus defied the will of the gods by stealing

fire and bestowing it as a gift to the human race,
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for

which he was condemned to constant torture by vultures.
Once again,

the dynamics between exercise of will and inner

freedom to realize creative potential are dramatized for
moral benefit (Sheldon,

1936; Warner,

Prometheus symbolized forethought,
inventive genius,
in life,

1966/1982).
inquiry and

and the individual who "seeks Prometheus"

embodies such desires and heeds "inner voices"

that there must be something "better."

Sheldon (1936)

believed it was the wish of the human to be god-like and to
transcend the alternative of security and certainty;

the

"ideal" existence was a balance of these two forces.
is the essense of the Promethean Conflict,
central conflict of life.
character,

effectiveness,

This

Sheldon's

It is the struggle for
and a better world;

it is the

conflict between yearning for understanding and the more
immediate desire of alleviating disappointments.

The

pursuit of knowledge and attainment of full human
consciousness ("Promethean Will") is believed to be the
essence of a happy life, whereas unhappinesss is the
consequence of an inadequate philosophy about living.

Consuming Fears

Other fears,
peoples'

besides those rooted in mythology,

experiences of success.

affect

Known in the popular

literature by their clinical descriptions,

they inhibit

potential by consuming emotional strength and ability.
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Eaar of Snnrrn.

The fear of success is a concept cf

enormous scope, with significant personal and interpersonal
implications.

It's many faces have taken varied forms in

the literature of psychology,
mythology.

sociology, anthropology, and

It is considered to be "an exceedingly common

phenomenon, which appears... either as a central problem in
a neurosis or as a subtler character trend"
1955, P.419).

Some even go so far as to suggest that most

people fear success although people do not
(Tec,

1976).

(Schuster,

want

to fail

It excited interest and research in the

fields of achievement theory and motivation during the
1970 s (Horner,

1970,1972/1975; Tresemer,

1979b) and most

recently in regards to corporate behavior (Lobsenz,
Raudsepp,

1984) and women's issues (Adams,

1985; Harvey & Katz,
1984; Tresemer,

1985; Horner 1970,

1983;

1983; Clance,

1972/1975; Krueger,

1976a).

No single definition of "fear of success" could be
found in the literature.

The avoidance of success has

ancient cultural roots (Huber 1971; Murray,
1936; Tresemer,

1976a),

"success neurosis"

1969;

Sheldon,

and a number of terms such as

(Schuster,

1955) and "success anxiety"

suggest a general category of identified factors.
Collectively,

the definitions and descriptions convey the

essence of ambivalence,
attain one's goals.

conscious or not,

Those who experience the phenomenon

are either "wrecked by success"
Schuster,

about wanting to

(Freud,

1916/1963;

1955) or avoid "success," as do
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"self defeaters"
(Adams,

1983)

(Warner,

1966/1982),

“success dropouts"

and those who fear success-related

responsibilities (Raudsepp,

1984).

Freud (1916/1963) was the first to describe the
phenomenon

in his paper “Some Character Types Met with in

Psychoanalytic Work."

His observations in clinical

practice suggested that

"people occasionally fall

precisely because a deeply-rooted and
has come to fulfillmenf'

(Freud,

long-cherished wish

1916/1963,

p.162-163).

long as the wish seemed remote from fulfillment,
tolerated

it;

when

As

the ego

it threatened to become a reality,

was defended against.
reactions to

ill

it

Freud (1916/1963) attributed these

forces of conscience,"

that were closely

related to the resolution of the Oedipus-complex.
Schuster

(1955)

also explored the phenomenon,

supporting the original hypothesis that it stemmed from
guilt related to the Oedipal dilemma and adding to it two
other forms of the disorder:
attaining
(2)

(1)

abandoning aspirations and

less success than abilities would suggest;

and,

becoming anxious about accomplishments and not enjoying

them because the
their mouths"

"fruits of their efforts turn to ashes

(Schuster,

1955,

p.143).

in

Manifestations of

the milder forms of success neurosis were evident in the
subjective experience of not finding satisfaction
for which one yearned and
fortune"

in the

inability to "enjoy good

without suspicion and fear.

that most people were

in that

Schuster suggested

reluctant to attain success or to
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enjoy it,

not because at the superstitious beliefs

associated with it,

but because of the fear that asserting

one's self would result in social consequences such as
being resented by others or being retaliated against.
his clinical work,

In

Schuster observed that many individuals

rationalized their fears of succeeding with fears of
failing;

the discerning factor,

hob—succeed,

though,

was the preference

rather than to not fail.

experienced as well,

Passivity was

along with feelings of inadequacy,

regret and anxiety.
Recent

inquiry into the topic has been spearheaded by

the work of Horner (1970;
that,

1972/1975) and her assertion

because of cultural values and expectations,

women had a motive to avoid success.

most

This motive was

considered to be a "disposition to become anxious about
achieving success because they expect negative consequences
(such as social rejection and/or feelings of being
unfeminine)
p.207).

as a result of succeeding"

(Horner,

As reported previously (see pp.

1972/1975,

41-42),

achievement-related tendencies were believed to be
inhibited by the arousal of this motive

in conditions of

evaluation against standards of excellence.

It was

believed to be more characteristic of women,

especially

high achieving women and when competing with men.

Horner's

(1970) data suggested that femininity and competitive
achievement continued to be viewed as attractive and
desirable goals that were mutually exclusive.
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In his review of over
to avoid success,

100 studies

assessing the motive

Tresemer (1976b) was unable to

substantiate most of Horner's (1972,1975)

findings;

he

concluded that the accumulated results from the studies
suggested a "mixed performance record"

for the study of the

phenomenon from the perspective of psychological and
behavioral measurements.

Given that there are no exact

replication s of Horner's final design (Tresemer,
p.233),

1976

he was not able to assess the verity of the

hypothesized effect

in terms of the original experiment.

The projective measure used to assess the motive was found
to be

low in reliability (Zuckerman and Wheeler cited in

Canavan-Gumpert et al.,
(Canavan-Gumpert et al.,

1978)

and of questionable validity

1978).

Other researchers have taken the perspective that the
phenomenon

is more appropriately viewed as a conscious

solution to a realistic role conflict,
on

i.e.,

the hesitation

the part of many women to challenge social norms which

would be costly to them.

As such,

the conflicts would not

necessarily be unconscious nor would the motive be a stable
personality disposition as Horner had suggested
(1972,1975);
to

and,

the conflicts would not necessarily lead

inhibited achievement performance or striving.

example,

one alternative explanation that

"success-fearing personality."
certain

For

is offered

is the

This theory posits that

individuals became anxious when success or failure

is almost realized;

the anxiety
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is managed either by

withdrawing from the situation,

undermining the

denying responsibility for the suooess,
satisfying experience of success.

success,

or denying the

Both the fear of success

and the fear of failure are believed to motivate in
achievement conditions,
achieve

(Canavan-Gumpert et al.,

Fear of Failurft.
that

as well as a strong motive to

are aroused

1978).

There are two generally accepted motives
in achievement situations:

succeed and the motive to avoid failure.

the motive to

Individuals who

are motivated to avoid failure have a goal of not failing
as opposed to a goal of succeeding.
evaluated only in these terms,
l®s-^,ning is

limited,

are often manifested

When success is

personal involvement in

and detachment,

apathy and passivity

(Covington & Berry,

1976).

Two general orientations are taken by individuals who
are motivated to avoid failure.

These defensive patterns

are designed to avoid the sense of failure as well as the
social

implications of failing.

prone"

orientation

level of potential,

One approach is a "failure

in which one's actions are below the
such as when one does not participate

in a task or when one demonstates false effort.
instances,

just enough effort

is asserted to maintain a

balance that does not disclose the
(Covington & Berry,
Of

In these

level of ability

1976).

importance to understanding why these

can not experience their success
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individuals

is the concept of

"confirming intervals"
These

(Birney,

Burdick, & Teevan,

1969).

intervals reflect the psychological difference

between the very best performance an individual expects of
one's self and the

lowest level of performance that can be

attained without experiencing dissatisfaction.
Performances which fall between these points are
experienced

indifferently because they are expected,

acceptable,

and do not disconfirm one's level of

aspiration.

Thus,

the broader the confirming interval,

the

less the chance of the subjective sense of failure.
However,

this can

lead to a perpetual state of

in which neither failure nor success

indifference

is experienced.

Those

who are motivated by a fear of failure have been found to
have wider confirming intervals on tasks assessing ability
than those motivated differently.

Following failure,

these

individuals may raise their aspirations unrealistically,
especially if they have an
is the

"worthy goal"

intense need for approval;

it

rather than the accomplishment that

becomes the source of gratification

(Covington & Berry,

1976).
A variation on the
the underachiever.

"failure prone" defense pattern

This

is

individual believes that one's

entire worth depends on the ability to succeed at tasks and
to do so perfectly.

Such standards are believed to have

resulted from parenting practices that held the

individual

to unrealistically high standards and without guidance.
This group

is motivated by a need to achieve as well as by
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a need to avoid failure.

Little or no effort makes sure

that neither ability nor aspirations are tested;
even make a uniqueness of failing,
mark of non-conformity.
hard work;

taking pride

some may
in this

Underachievers tend not to value

successes that seem effortless are accepted

pndefully because they suggest that the successes could
even have been greater.

If the failures are not

experienced subjectively,
dull,

and they may not be,

uninspired existence"

then

(Covington & Berry,

it

is a

1976).

The other general approach taken by individuals who are
motivated to avoid failure is one that ensures success by
setting

low goals or by cheating.

offers a social advantage:
success

is guaranteed,

actual ability.
because

it

This defensive pattern

when aspirations are

although little

Success comes easily,

is meaningless:

there

is

low,

is revealed about
but

it

is devalued

little challenge,

no genuine feelings of triumph (Covington & Berry,

thus

1976,

p.54) .
The overstriver,

like the underachiever,

is driven by

both the motive to succeed and the motive to avoid
failure.

And,

like the underachiever,

standards of perfection and

the overstriver sets

is driven by the belief that

the sole measure of personal worth is one's
accomplishments.

The overstriver

is driven by the need to

increase performance with each new success:

it takes

progressively greater successes for the overstriver to feel
worthy.

One success seems to demand the next success;
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effort intensifies pressure and "success" becomes the
task-master.
However,

These individuals appear to be successful.

they may fear success as much as they do failure

because of the

implications for escalating self-demands

with each new goal.

Success

is not subjectively

experienced by overstrivers either because it

is the reason

for achieving that affects the subjective experience.
success

is attained by the motive to avoid failure,

approval,

or by the motive to triumph in victory,

success will not be enjoyed (Covington & Berry,

Efiar of Competition.
competition.

If

to seek

the

1976).

A third fear was that of

Most helpful here

is Horney's (1937/1964,

1950/1970) work with neurosis and her position that
cultural factors affected a persons ability to experience
their success.

Three such influences that she

in American culture were the

individualistic,

identified
self-made

philosophy that drives economic activities and social
interactions;
former

attitudes about success and failure,

inferring competence and courage;

and,

the

the social

and moral expectations that dictated modesty and
non-selfishness.

She believed that these influences

created dilemmas for

individuals when the need for

self-esteem was met within the competitive context of
achievement,

and resulted

in hostile and

especially for those with basic trust

isolated feelings,

issues.

The

individual who struggles with such dilemmas tends to have
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experienced a childhood where competition and rivalry
between the

"strong"

and the "weak"

was emphasized.

A

comprehensive neurotic solution develops with a pride so
imperative that
(Horney,

it gets attached to all mental processes

1950/1970).

However,

this pride rests on

fantasized attributes and unsubstantial factors that serve
to glorify the

idealized self,

and

"although he may be

successful... he will nevertheless feel
gnawing feeling of being a bluff,
for which he can not account"

inferior....a

a fraud,

(Horney,

a freak—feeling

1950/1970,

p.lll).

The three solutions to the neurotic's conflict with
basic anxiety result
success.

If the

in different subjective experiences of

individual chooses resignation,

indifferent attitude develops;

there

then an

is an absence of any

serious striving for achievement,

assets are denied,

there

is a sense of

less."

hand,

the

the quest

"settling for

anxious.
recognized

is one for affection

(surrendering love),

and an

inner security

repeated achievements tend to make one more
Assets are not emotionally experienced,
indirectly,

pride becomes

"taboo."

but a sense of failure

in the stronger position and

that position strength;
credit for success

is;

even

and,

(Horney,

an

it can

a lack of awareness of

ignorance of how to use

inability to give self

1950/1970).
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if

and,

If this solution dominates,

be manifested as a fear of winning;
when

on the other

individual chooses a pattern of self-effacement,

inverse relationship between success and
develops:

If,

and

When neither resignation nor strivings for attention
prove effective
anxiety,
It

in providing reassurance for underlying

a quest for power,

fame and possessions develops.

is realized as a wish to dominate,

acquire wealth.
itself,

as

This quest

to win prestige or

is not neurotic

is not the wish for affection,

in and of

but it is

considered so clinically when motivated by anxiety,
and feelings of
goals

inferiority.

are culture specific.

ambition

in activities,

individual

as

The means to acquire these
When they must be acquired by

is the "American Way,"

is compelled to enter

with others.

This

hatred,

the

into competitive struggles

in turn radiates

such as social relations and play.

into other activities
Horney believed this to

be a center of neurotic conflict because of the basic fear
of

losing affection from others
Individuals who

driven to excel.

(Horney,

live such "expansive"

1937/1964,

p.160).

solutions are

Although their ambition may be closely

linked with the drive for actual achievement and success,
the chief aim may be vindictive,
in ways that frustrate,
relations.

it is manifested

outwit or defeat others

in personal

Horney (1950/1970) believed that the sources of

such vindictive motives were
that were experienced
individuals,

are

"impulses for humiliations

in childhood"

the appeal

abhor helplessness,
obstacle,

as when

is

(p.27).

in the mastery of

For these
life:

they

are determined to overcome every

"bent on"

ambitious pursuits and have a need
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to eliminate signs of self-effaoement.

They also

manipulate and dominate others into dependence and
subordination.

Because the expansive individual is adept

at highlighting the 'good" qualities and maintaining a
proud

image of ones self,

experienced when

"shoulds"

neither guilt nor failure is
are not fulfilled

(Horney,

1950) .
In this culture,
healthy competition

neurotic competition differs from
in three ways.

First,

the neurotic

engages

in a constant process of measuring oneself against

others,

even

in non-competitive contexts.

to matter is who
gained.

All that seems

is ahead and the amount of "success"

Secondly,

the neurotic has a need to be unique and

exceptional beyond having greater success than others;
need

is to be the best

success
of the

is

in all

that one does.

And,

individual's unrealistic expectations.
is the

neurotic.

Although hostility is

The final

implicit hostility in the ambition of the
inherent in every intense

competition and may not be considered destructive
individualistic culture because of
1937,

individual
thwart

so,

inevitably experienced as disappointment because

difference

(Horney

the

p.164),

in an

its pervasive presence

all that matters to the neurotic

is one's own success.

It becomes

important to

the possible success of others to ensure a sense of

superiority.

This hostility may vary in form,

intellectualization
worship")

(Horney,

(skepticism)
1937/1964,

and admiration

p.171).
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including
("hero

The anxiety related to neurotic competition may be
manifested as either fear of failure or fear of success.
If

it

is the former,

of humiliation.

it will often be manifested as a fear

The individual will tend to react by

recoiling from the competition to avoid conspicuousness.
If

it

is a fear of success,

sense that one would

it may be experienced as a

lose friends through envy or

affection if one were to succeed.
dominates,

the

individual stays

loss of

When this fear

in the competition,

but

feels ambivalent and vacillates in the progress being
made.

There may inhibited goal attainment or belittlement

of one's self or one's success.
enjoyed,

nor does

individual

it

feel"

And,

the success

is not

like one's own success.

The

is apt to feel depressed because of this fear

and the unrecognized disappointment
excessive expectations

in not meeting one's

in success (Horney,

1937/1964).

Although the drive toward external success
realistic because achievement results,

there is also the

experience of the futility of the chase:
greater joy in

living,

there is no

no greater sense of inner security,

no greater feeling of contentment as power,
prestige accrues.

is

"The older he becomes,

possessions or

the more he feels

the discrepancy between his potentialities and his
achievements.
they may be,

He feels keenly that his gifts,
are going to waste,

development of

his personality,

time goes on.

And he

whatever

that he is blocked

in the

that he does not mature as

reacts to the realization of this
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discrepancy with a vague discontent,

a discontent which is

not masochistic but real and proportionate"
1937/1964,

P.189).

(Horney,

Horney (1950/1970) points out that

although these tendencies may seem "normal,"
only in a culture where competition exists,

they arise
and "since

these are not accidental results... the whole pursuit of
success

is

intrinsically unrealistic"

(p.26).

Hidden Injuries of HelplessnftRs

Depression has been observed and reported among
individuals

in America who are presumed "successful"

virtue of their opportunities and wealth.

These are the

"golden children of the twentieth century,"
have

"never had

it so good."

by

the ones who

The dysphoria that has been

observed can take varied forms;

sometimes

it is experienced

following accomplishments toward which one had been
striving for an extended period of time,
a pinnacle
in nature.
of

in

life or career;

or after achieving

other times it

is existential

It has even been reported following experiences

"sudden success."

"success depression";

Many theories attempt to explain
some attribute

it to guilt about

intergenerational success (Rotunno & McGoldrick,
Sennett & Cobb,

1972);

others believe

of misplaced meaning as to what
ambitions,

i.e.,

by Machlowitz,
"success

is

it to be a function

important

in one's

the goals or the quest (Berger

1980).

depression"

1982;

interviewed

Another framework for understanding
is that of
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"learned helplessness

(Seligman,

1975),

which postulates that activity which

avoids helplessness avoids the aversive states of fear and
depression;
competence

this position interprets the drive for
(White,

helplessness

in

1959) as a drive to avoid a sense of

living (Seligman,

1975).

It

is considered

here because of the pervasive effects of helplessness on
one's experience with success.
Learned helplessness theory holds that it is the
perception of one's ability to

influence experience,

well as the absolute quality of the experience,
affects one's sense of esteem and competence.
framework,

"success depression"

in

worth,

life;

that
Within this

is attributed to a lack of

contingency between actions and rewards.
power,

as

The feelings of

and esteem result from feeling instrumental

this state of existance

is accomplanied by

feelings of joy and has been shown to motivate effective
responding.

However,

when rewards are created by something

other than one's hard work,
society,

or when the

significant events
result.

such as the case

in an affluent

individual can not control the

in one's

life,

an aversive state can

Such events are believed to undermine one's sense

of ego strength rather than creating or enhancing the sense
of mastery.

For example,

it

is not unusal to feel

depressed following the completion of a long sought-after
goal because receiving acolades for past achievements,
rather than for present efforts,

are rewards that are

independent of any ongoing instrumental activity.
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The

associated symptoms are very similar to those related to
depression,

e.g., paralysis of will, negative cognitions,

reduced interest in oompetion and increased passivity.

The

strength of these similarities confirmed the position of
this theory that depression is a function of not feeling
instrumental,

rather than being an emotional disorder.

It

is the loss of control over the reinforoers that causes
depression to occur (Seligman,1975).
The experience of seeing limited opportunities for
achievement and thus not experiencing potential or existing
success has recently been considered in terms of
experiencing the

middle ground" between having a sense of

mastery and having learned to feel helpless.

Schenkel

(1984) calls this phenomenon "inhibited mastery
orientation."

It may be manifested as not following

through on already begun achievements ("feeling stuck"),
not leaving unsatisfying situations,
"right" decisions,

pressure to make the

not valuing long range planning,

taking advantage of available opportunities.

or not

The feelings

associated with the experience are the same as those
associated with depression and helplessness.

There is also

a tendency to discount one's ability to be effective and to
attribute success to external factors,

the collective

effects of which include a dearth of positive feedback,
decreased confidence and no pleasure in one's success.
Other manifestations include feelings of "I cannot"

and

decisions to stop, drop or escape out of one's career,

60

thus

avoiding decision points in achievement contexts.

The

effects include losing the capacity to discriminate,
premature conclusions based on
perceiving the

low expectations,

making

and

impossible rather than the possible.

The

paralysis of will that results from the fears and doubts
is manifested

in apathy toward greater opportunities,

of persistence,
(Schenkel,

work inhibitions and random interests

1984).

The ability to

learn and to accurately discriminate is

also effected by conditions of

"learned helplessness."

Studies have consistently shown the
mastery orientation

Dweck,

in the accomplishments
1975).

failure,

related to future success,

1980;

in problem solving ways

for example,

failures to modifiable factors,

1978,

individuals do not focus on

but rather think and act
1978);

importance of one's

(Diener & Dweck,

Mastery oriented

(Diener & Dweck,

importance of a

in being able to take responsibility

for one's success and recognize the
efforts

lack

they attribute

see prior success as

tolerate

lapses from perfect

performances and experience their success at tasks as such
(Diener & Dweck,
other hand,
deficits,
than

1980).

"Helpless"

explain failure

and,

individuals,

in terms general

when success does occur,

learnings that

is enhanced

(Dweck,

it

on the

intellectual

is esteem rather

1975).

They tend

to attribute success to factors outside of their control
(Diener & Dweck,

1978),

and they do not recognize or

remember their successes as such (Diener & Dweck,
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1980).

Failure

is believed to be acre diagnostic (than success) of

future performance (Dweck,
tend not to ••experience"
1980,

1975) for this group,

end they

their success (Diener & Dweck,

p.950).

Sabotaging Success

In a recent publication (Personal Report,

April,

1986),

business executives were warned about contemporary versions
of the Aristotelian hero who enjoyed good fortune until
the tragic flaw
manifestations of

lead to defeat.

Present day

the

in the workplace

fatal flaw"

failure or reluctance to train a successor,

include

witholding

information essential to improved organizational
functioning,

and an obsession with work which,

managed effectively,
a group,

if not

compromises health and relations.

As

these behaviors are considered to be

self-defeating in nature because they undermine personal
aspirations and are
and professionally.

injurious to the

individual,

People who engage

personally

in these and other

self-destructive behaviors experience varied emotional
responses.

For example,

they may feel guilty about

excelling (beyond one's peers)
earn.

In some

instances,

or about the salary they

they may feel hostile out of a

fear of rejection for their success.
behaviors are believed to based
suffer misfortune;

Self-defeating

in an unconscious wish to

they are diagnosed as such if there
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is a pattern of self-destruction or if one is unaware of a
motive for not avoiding such circumstances (Warner,
1966/1982).
When

individuals bind themselves

not free to achieve,
fully creative;

in such ways,

to realize their potential or to be

personal freedom to succeed

as are opportunities for achievement.
characteristic of
appear to be
viewed

they are

"self-defeatists,"

"successful,"

is curtailed,

This

is

individuals who may

but when their achievements are

in the context of their capabilities,

underachievements are evident.
impoverished

individuals,

inferiority,

vulnerability and

their

They are psychologically

"filled with feelings of
inadequacy;

often they have

difficulty accepting good fortune and they feel anxious in
success.

Usually,

they are

immature and dependent

individuals who maintain a neurotic facade that

inhibits

them from taking on the emotional responsibilities of
adulthood.
present

Often,

they come to the realization that their

life situation

is meaningless.

toward self-actualization,

self-defeatists appear to

"recoil from the motive to master
and

Rather than moving

life";

they become rigid

inflexible and often are passive aggressive

interactions with others

(Warner,

in their

1966/1982).

Especially relevant to this discussion are the most
common causes

for self-defeating dispositions and their

effects on an

individual's experience of success.

(1966/1982)

identified three such causes:
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Warner

hostility,

anxiety and guilt.

Hostility is the presumed cause when an

underlying, repreased hatred inhibits willingness to engage
in

long term creative work.

in the

This is believed to be rooted

individual's need for love and acceptance.

for this

individual

is

Success

interpreted unconsciously as

"pleasing some superior"

and this comes

into direct

conflict with the hatred this person has for authority
figures.
For others,

anxiety underlies the behaviors and

cognitions which sabotage their success.
case,

When this is the

anxiety develops as success approaches or when

creative uniqueness

is expressed.

result from conditional

This

is believed to

love in childhood,

where

psychological security was attained at the expense of
inhibited growth towards independence
p.53-57).

The

(prestige,

dominance,

(Warner,

1966/1982,

individual responds by striving for power
perfection),

but the related

feelings of grandiosity inhibit authentic personal power.
The end result
the moon";

is an ongoing and compulsive "reaching for

even the achievement of "superior"

accomplishments precipitates feelings of worthlessness and
depression.
individual,
fail,

Failure,
and

acceptable for this

"to be free to succeed,

one must be free to

for creative effort always occurs within the context

of possible failure"
The
this

though,

third reason

(Warner,

1966/1982,

p.80).

for sabotaging success

is the presumed cause when the need
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is guilt,

and

is for punishment,

i.e.,
or

martyr-like behaviors,

self-humiliation.

conscious,

chronic bad luck or failure,

Although guilt feelings may not be

one's psychological freedom to succeed is

inhibited by a sense of having done ■'wrong."
in the exercise of free will
provoking,

Any success

is anxiety and guilt

and often qualified by statements such as "1 do

not deserve it"

and

"I am not worthy of it."

The source of

the guilt is believed to be in one's failure to be what one
deeply and authentically wants to be.

For example,

getting ahead" may mean intergenerational success and that
means

getting even with (the) disparaging" parent

(Warner,

1966/1982,

p.160).

Success Strivers

Two groups of people who noticeably strive to succeed
are

"workaholics"

and

"young successes"

(Machlowitz,

1984).

The more striking similarity between these two

groups,

though,

successful"

is that neither group necessarily "feels

(Machlowitz,

term "workaholic"
work

long,

rewards.

1980,

describes the

p.127;

1985,

p.59).

The

individual who desires to

effortful hours for other than financial
Not only does this group deny their status,

tend not to realize the extent of their
work.

1980,

They are energetic

investment

individuals who get great

enjoyment from work.
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in

they

As a group,
drive

for

life,

workaholics have an

intensely competitive

a zest that suggests that they are always

in a race with time and with others.

They prefer

leisure,

and do so

will work anytime,

constantly.

However,

anywhere,

labor to

their strong self-doubts and

suspicions about their adequacy and competency results in a
craving for stimulation and new challenges.
a fear of boredom and
of the

latter.

results
and

laziness,

They also have

often suspecting themselves

Their's is a pursuit for control that

in cluttered calendars,

inadequate amounts of time,

lists to organize the unorganizable into the

predictable.

Workaholics are estimated to comprise about

5% of the American adult population (Machlowitz,
The workaholic tends to create an
the workplace by delegating little,

1980).

intense atmosphere in

demanding much,

and

expecting from others what they expect of themselves.
are not good role models:
work;

they can not set

they work harder not smarter;

They

limits on their

they have difficulty

dealing with colleagues;

they withhold essential

information from others;

they do not hire "rivals;1*

and,

they are

intolerant of the personal

However,

because they are able to process

quickly,

and often assume responsibilities beyond their job

descriptions,
(Machlowitz,

they tend to rise

lives of others.
information

in the hierarchy

1980)

Workaholics report to be satisfied,

happy and content,

all of which they attribute to the job - personality match.
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They have autonomy and variety at work,
responsibility at home,

freedom from

and good physical health.

work for the psychic rewards of responsibility,
opportunity,

and recognition.

standards are not met,

When their self

they feel guilty.

They

meaning,
imposed

However,

the one

psychic reward they do not experience is "feeling
successful,"

which Machlowicz (1980)

attributes to the

prohibitive standards they set for themselves.
always a mountain to climb,
As a result,

There

is

and enough is never enough.

some sense of failure

is inevitable (p.127).

The other group of noticeable strivers are those who
Machlowitz

(1985)

affectionately calls the "whiz kids,"

individuals who achieve "traditional success"
thirty.

They tended not to follow the usual steps

career path,
group.

and did not have a clearly defined peer

with supervisors,

average;

successes;

that they had surpassed their parents'
children,

not

and,

with peers,

They viewed their parents as role models and were

prideful of their parents'

pushed

in a

Their relationships with subordinates were usually

excellent;
poor.

before age

they did not believe
achievements.

As

they were supported by their parents and were not

into excellence.

What characterizes many of them is

"the success of the attempts they make,

of attempts they make"
As a group,

(Machlowitz,

1985,

they tend to fare best

are not team players.
tolerate ambiguity,

but the number

p.45).

independently;

They are very creative and can

opposition,
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and stress.

They have

they

an easy going,
and

understated,

and highly confident

impress as authentic and "centered."

though,

do not feel satisfied,

feel successful."
success

nor do they necessarily

is a difficult one for them.

feelings of fraudulence.
feels safer,

Young successes,

The transition to "owning"

demonstrate a fear of success,

nature,

their

They do not

a fear of failure nor

To them,

the feeling of striving

which Machlowicz (1984) attributes to a fear

of outliving one's usefulness.

Imposters

The final clinical
the

issue for consideration

"imposter phenomenon,"

intense,

effects

a syndrone or pattern "....of

secret feelings of fraudulance

success and achievement"

in the face of

(Harvey & Katz,

1985,

p.2).

not being able to relax,

comfortable about one's achievements;
success-related guilt,

enjoy or feel
and,

fear and anxiety.

achievers who have reported such feelings
are competent,

professionally recognized

by objective standards,

are "successful."

experiencing
The high
in their careers

individuals who,
The phenomenon

first documented as such by Clance and Imes

observed

The

include never experiencing success as truly

satisfying;

was

is that of

it's manifestations

(1978),

who

in their clinical practice

with highly accomplished women.
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It has since been studied

extensively with varied groups of achievers (Gibbs &
Alter-Reid,

1984;

Mathews & Clance,

1984;

Topping,

1983),

and has been found to be a widespread phenomenon.
This

is a syndrone that

is related to how one feels

about a particular role one has.
successful

in these roles,

Although "Imposters"

they do not believe that they

are qualified or deserve to "play"
1985).

them

(Harvey & Katz,

They deny their intellectual abilties and believe

they have manipulated others
"bright."

And,

into believing they are

they are quite adept at discounting

objective evidence to contrary (Clance and Imes,
As a group,
For example,

"imposters"

1978).

share many characteristics.

they compare themselves with,

intelligence of others;

and overrate the

they focus on short-comings and

discount their abilities;

and,

they attribute their

achievements to external factors
And,

are

they are perfectionists:

(Harvey & Katz,

1985).

they fear making mistakes and

they challenge positive feedback (Clance,

1985).

Failure

is construed to be anv error that would make them appear
less than perfect

(Harvey & Katz,

The experience of fraudulence
related to

low self esteem or

to be derived

1985).
is not believed to be

insecurity.

It

is believed

from one role-related area of competence that

is construed to be the "mark of true ability,
that really counts"

(Harvey & Katz,

1985).

live with a fear of being exposed as frauds;
successes feel earned;

none seem real.
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the quality

These achievers
none of their

The feelings of fraudulenoe vary in duration and
intensity.

Vulnerability to the feelings has been found to

be associated with "seeing oneself as unusual,
from other people"

(Harvey & Katz,

1985,

or different

p.188),

atypical for ones gender or family background.

i.e.,
It is

associated with new roles and status (Harvey & Katz,
unexpected success,

positions where

1985),

individuals work

independently and positions in creative fields (Mathews &
Clance,

1984).

Researchers also found the syndrone to be cyclic in
nature

(Clance & Imes,

1985);

the relief and happiness that

follow success gives way to self doubts and fears,
the

to which

individual responds with excessive effort that is

interpreted as the reason for the ensuing success.
cycle

is reinforced by success.

standards,

intense effort,

The perfectionistic

and drive to excel are

attributed to an underlying fear of failure that
to the
It

The

is related

individual's need to feel special or be “the best."

inhibits risk-taking and results

oneself.
succeed,

in underestimating

Imposters do not believe that they deserve to
and they feel guilty that others who are important

to them have not done as well (Clance & Imes,

1985).

Such

is the case with first generation professionals who feel
undeserving of respect;
inward
the

"status

incongruity"

and expressed as self blame or doubt.

fear of success

family members

is turned
And,

often

is consciously experienced by all

(Sennett & Cobb,1973).
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This group of achievers

also experience an unconscious

fear of success

which the fear of failure say be

"masking

is evident in the success-related anxiety

This

fear of being envied or sabotaged by others,
obscurity,

security in

and fear and guilt related to intergenerational

success (Harvey & Katz,

1985).

In this review of relevant

literature,

the researcher

has focused her efforts on the

influences,

theories and

clinical

issues related to the phenomenon of the experience

of success.
social

Although the reader has become more aware of

factors and prevailing philosophies about success

that historically have
about success,

influenced the American's ideas

the reader has not been adequately informed

about the emotional experience of
other factors on a daily basis.

living with these and/or
Also,

the reader has

become more knowledgeable of how individuals evolve into
actualizing adults with a sense of competence and a will to
grow and to achieve one's goals
more

in

life;

informed about related clinical

and,

the reader is

issues and the

perspectives taken by theorists and practitioners on why
individuals do not experience their success.
reader has not gained deeper
means to

"feel"

an experience.
further areas of
subjects

in

insight

However,

into what

the

it actually

successful and the factors that enable such
For enlightenment on these
inquiry,

this study,

the researcher

issues and on
looks to the

individuals who are
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"successful."

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

Intrnrinct i nn

The

intent of this study was to develop a substantive

theory related to the phenomenology of fulfillment in
success;

data was based on the personal accounts of

participants and was considered within the existential
framework postulated by Frankl (1977/1985).

An exploratory

study of this nature can generate data to assist
professional counselors

in their work with individuals who

are considered to be successful by cultural definition and
do not experience their success as such.

The goal of the

study was to enlighten our understanding of the personal
experiences of "successful"

individuals and the

psychological factors which allow them to feel fulfilled.
In order to conduct an exploratory study of this
nature,

a method of design or plan for conducting the study

needed to be selected,

an appropriate and effective theory

of methodology for collecting and processing the data had
to be chosen,

and a group of subjects had to be found who

could contribute to theory development (Bogdin & Biklen,
1982;

Glaser & Strauss,

1967).
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Methodology find

Grounded Method of

Theory

DwH-ign

npYeinnmanf

The research study was conducted in accordance with the
principles of

"grounded theory,"

as developed and

promulgated by Glaser and Strauss (1967).

The primary

intent of this method of research is to generate theory
that predicts,
studied.

explains,

or interprets that which is being

When grounded theory is the research methodology,

the research begins with a problem area.
systematically collected,
the

Data is

organized and synthesized with

intent of finding themes,

patterns,

categories and

qualities that make sense of the data.
The grounded theory method can generate two types of
theory;

they differ only in degree.

theory,

which is relevant to empirical areas of study;

other

is formal theory,

areas of

inquiry.

One is substantive
the

which is relevant to conceptual

The intent of the present study was to

generate substantive theory;
phenomenological perspective,

it was approached from a
with an emphasis on the

personal aspects of experiences with success.

This allowed

the researcher to enter the conceptual world of the
participants

in order to better understand how they

constructed their experiences with success and what
meanings they attached to them;
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this perspective operates

on the assumption that meaning is reality and that reality
is socially constructed (Bogdan & Biklen,

1982).

The research project relied on descriptive data that
was processed systematically so as to discover what was
important to and what could be
participants.

The strategy used to generate theory was

that of constant,
1967);

this

learned from the

comparative analysis (Glaser & Strauss,

is a method whereby data shapes the emerging

theory as the theory influences the ongoing collection of
data.

The concern or emphasis with the constant

comparative method of data collection and analysis is with
the process per se,

i.e.,

with theory as an evolving rather

than a determined or perfected entity.
The relevance of the data in theory development emerged
as the researcher analyzed

it

in four phrases.

Initially,

data were recorded and coded to generate theoretical
properties for

larger categories of

incidents.

Important

to developing the categories was the constant coding of
data into as many units of analysis as possible,

so as to

note differences with immediate data and that which had
already been processed.

A comparison was then made of

incidents with its properties and the properties with its
qualities.

Such constant comparisons allowed theory to

evolve as different categories and their properties became
integrated,

forcing this researcher to make theoretical

sense of the comparisons.

Questions were developed so as

to to guide the collection of data and thus
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"fill

in the

gaps."

Constant comparisons also foroad a "delimitation of

theory and categories"

(Glaser & Strauss.

1967).

thus

solidifying theory as the non-relevant properties were
eliminated and major modifications became fewer.
data was then processed to form a systematic,
theory (see Chapter 5).

The coded

substantive

One important issue in developing

grounded theory is that of sufficiency of data,

the point

at which the researcher stops sampling because the depth
and breadth of the category has been "saturated."

This

required the researcher to selectively attend to those
categories which were centrally related to the problem
being studied.

Qualitative Research Design

The design of data collection chosen for the study was
in-depth interviewing,

an approach that allows for an

interpretive understanding of one's phenomenological
experiences.

This approach is based on an interview that

guides the data collection through general areas for
exploration

(Bogdan & Biklen,

qualitative

interview is

conversational;

there

1982).

intensive,

By definition,

the

detailed and

is no pre-determined order of

questions and no set of answers (Bureau of Applied Social
Research at Columbia University,
conducted

1948).

The

interviews

in the study were unstructured by design;

they were conducted

in a nondirective manner with
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and,

open-ended questions.
qualitative

Although the objectives of

interviewing differ from those of the

nondirective

interview (Rogers,

1945),

the methods of

interviewing are the same in principle and allowed joint
exploration of the participant's experience with success.
The value of nondirective interviewing for a research study
of this nature was recognized by Rogers:

"The attitudes of

acceptance and permissiveness... are enriched by specific
techniques which avoid making the client defensive and
eliminate the personal bias which the worker might
otherwise impose on the interview.

It thus seems to have

rich possibi1ities...(in social science research)"
1945,

(Rogers,

p.283).

Participant Involvement

Subject selection

Twenty "successful"
this project;

individuals were interviewed for

the determination of successful was based on

the conventional use of the term;
"homo sapiens"

experience

in

it referred to Frankl's

living,

"the clever man who

has know-how... in making money or in making love"
1978/1985,

p.46),

by others,

a recognition measurable in money,

applause

(Huber,

(Frankl,

and was socially defined as recognition

1971).
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fame or in

Participants were seiected so as to generate a spectrum
of categories in an effort to ensure the dates relevance
to developing theory.

Given that heterogeneous comparison

groups enhance the processes of grounded theory (Glaser &
Strauss,

1967),

variation among participants was acceptable

and used

in the service of advancing theory development.

Eleven females and nine males participated
the ages

in the study;

in both groups ranged from the early twenties to

the early sixties.
non-clinical;

The population of participants were

they varied

employment status.

in marital,

parental and

They varied as well

in their

perceptions of themselves as successful and their
experiences of the phenomenon,
of subjects,
technique"

To develop the population

this researcher used the

(Bogden & Biklen,

1982,

"snowball sampling

p.66);

with this method,

a subject already in the study refers another individual
for the study.

The base

who requested to be
by other

involved

individuals

in the study or were referred

individuals.

All participants
First,

line of referrals were

the

in the study met three criteria.

individual had to be considered "successful;"

this assessment was based on the cultural definition of
success as discussed by Huber (1971),
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i.e.,

recognition by

another and ..ensured
the

in noney,

fane or applause.

Secondly,

individual had to expressed an interest in the study

and was willing to be interviewed.
to be a strong likelihood that the
contribution to the study,
intensive,

personal

there had

individual could sake a

was able to engage in an

In an effort to minimize

no definition of success was given to

referrers or potential subjects;
sought,

thirdly,

interview and discuss his or her

experience with success.
researcher bias,

i.e.,

And,

when clarification

was

the researcher advised that success was what the

individual defined

it to be.

Initial contact with the participants was made by
telephone.
described,

The

intent and nature of the study was

and the possibility of participation was

considered.

The

issues of tape-recording,

and tape-transcribing were discussed
interview was arranged

if the

informed consent

(Appendix A).

individual expressed

An
interest

in participating.

Interview Process

Subsequent to the
preceding the

initial telephone contact and

interview,

to the participants

a letter of confirmation was sent

(Appendix B).

This correspondence

reiterated the major points of the telephone conversation
and confirmed the time,
It also

date,

and place of the

included two copies of the
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interview.

informed consent

statement (Appendix C),

one for the partioipant and one to

be signed at the interview and returned to the researcher.
Information was provided in the event the subject wanted to
reach the researcher.
The

interviews ranged from one to three hours in

and were conducted

in an open-ended,

Efforts were made to conduct the

length

nondirective manner.

interviews in comfortable,

quiet places that were conducive to the convenience of the
participant,

private conversation and tape recording.

Interviews took place at all hours of the day and evening,
during the week and on weekends,
well;

sometimes we talked

on

Settings varied as

in high-rise office buildings,

other times in basement studios;
inside,

too.

other times we were

living room sofas or at kitchen tables,

outside on porches and

in parks.

or

All but two interviews

were tape recorded.

Ensuring Participant Protection

Prior to the

interview taking place,

the informed

consent form was reviewed with the participant and signed
by both parties
subject.

(Appendix C).

A copy was provided to the

The technicalities of conducting a taped

interview were acknowledged as well.

The subjects were

informed of the measures that would be taken to ensure
anonymity and confidentiality.

Once the participant

approved of these measures,

interviews took place.

the
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Much of the transcribing work was done by two
individuals known to the researcher and considered to be
professionally responsible.

The taped

given nunerals for reference purposes;
interviews were noted as well.

interviews were
dates and tines of

No other circunstantial

information about the content of the interviews was known
to the transcribers.

Written statements of confidentiality

were discussed with and signed by the transcribers
(Appendix E) prior to the work commencing.

The only other

individuals who have axis to the tapes or transcriptions
are participants themselves and the members of the
dissertation committee (if circumstances so warrant).
Measures were also taken to ensure the anonymity of the
subjects as well as the accuracy of their personal accounts
with success.

One effort to do so was a preliminary,

abbreviated report of
interviews.

impressions based on the first five

This report was sent to the participants for

reactions and feedback;

summaries of their interviews were

returned to them also.

None of the subjects requested

changes

in the researcher's

impressions.

effort,

summaries of the researchers'

In another

impressions of each

of the remaining interviews were sent to each of the
participants for approval;

they were encouraged to change

identifying data and make adjustments to otherwise ensure
their privacy as well as the accuracy of the description of
their personal accounts.

There was a one hundred percent

response rate by the participants to this effort.
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In summary,
described

the researcher selected the methodology

in this chapter so that we can better understand

the subjective experiences of the subjects.
chapters that follow,

In the

the twenty individuals who invested

in this study share with the readers what it is like for
them in their experience with success.
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CHAPTER 4
EXPERIENCES WITH SUCCESS:

PERSONAL PROFILES

This chapter belongs to the subjects,
true authors.
and

They told their stories

for they are the

in the interviews,

later they reviewed them with their own pens.

section of the report,

In this

they share with the readers their

most personal and profound experiences with success.
makes this chapter all the more meaningful is that,
rare exception,
not

What
with

these stories have not been told before,

in a way that draws upon the essence of the success

they live and the meanings they attach to it.
The participants genuinely invested

in this study.

They were concerned about making worthy contributions,
they were most responsible

in their roles as subjects.

Most spoke freely and openly almost
depth and

intimacy of the

and

interviews

immediately,
left this

and the

interviewer

feeling awestruck.
Of

all that

impressed the researcher about the study,

nothing was more striking than the quality of humanness
demonstrated by the subjects.
shared aspects of

their

discussed with others,

With few exceptions,

lives which they rarely,

emotion expressed as well.
there was joy;

if ever,

aspects which bared their souls and

touched upon the substance of their being.

tears;

they

There was much

There was laughter;

there was sadness.

warm embraces and spontaneous hugs.
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And,

there were
there were

The accounts that follow reflect more than lasting

impressions and conclusions.
process as well,

They reflect an

internal

a process in which the the subjects

attempted to sort out for themselves their experiences with
success.

As they did so,

they talked about the outward

measures of success as defined by society and the inner,
personal success of the self.
clarified

"success"

as objectively defined and the

"experience of success"
Chapterl),

Although the researcher has

as fulfillment (see Definitions,

the subjects were given the opportunity to

define for themselves what they felt and why.
terms were used ambiguously and
the

interviews,

subject and

Because the

inconsistently throughout

it would become confusing at times for both

interviewer,

until they were able to clarify

the experiences for themselves.
Their willingness to share as they did left this
interviewer feeling an enormous responsibility to convey
the fullness of the encounters as well as the accuracy of
impression with the dignity they so deserve.
researcher

is honored by their trust

integrity and

is

The

in her professional

indebted to them for how their humanness

enriched her.
As the readers enter the worlds of the subjects,
too,

they,

may become confused by the obscurity of semantics.

One needs to bear

in mind when reading these personal

accounts that the profundity of the interviews can only be
appreciated if the subjects are allowed to define their
experiences themselves.
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Dinah

Dinah always found

it difficult to give herself credit

for her accomplishments,

to take her efforts seriously,

be genuinely proud of her abilities.
changed

in the

last few years,

However,

that has

and she shares with us her

struggle for the peace she now enjoys in her success.
is Dinah's story,

to

the story of a woman

This

in her early sixties

whose creativity has brought her much fame and fortune;

it

is the story of a woman who earned a million dollars with
her "wit and her hands,"
helpless,

and then watched,

feeling

as her fortune dissolved.

Women of her generation were raised to think of success
in terms of homemaking and childbearing,
profits of their creative talents.
a mother,

So,

not managing the
she knew how to be

and she had been the doctor's wife,

never prepared to support herself,

but she was

let alone manage her own

business and the profits of seven figures.

She has felt

the effects of social and political attitudes about women
and careers first hand,
her abilities,

and knows how they have affected

her feelings,

her self-image.

She has been

self-supporting since she divorced her husband years ago,
and she has had much difficulty getting others to respect
her

life's work for what

it is:

a career that allows her

to be completely self-supporting and gives her a great
sense of accomplishment and fulfillment.
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Although her career has brought her much success,

it

was not her work and the financial profits that was the
essence of her experience with success.
of

It was the rewards

interacting with the customers that was so meaningful to

her.

She measures success in her career by peoples'

personal responses to her line of products, the joy she
brings to people,
them,

the sense of appreciation she gets from

such as when they "follow"

work and seek her out at

craft shows or mention her work to others.
important to Dinah.

That's what is

Another expression of appreciation

is

the willingness of her customers to give her suggestions
for products;

it

is this give-and-take relationship with

them that matters to her and allows her to feel successful.
Also

important to her sense of success is her ability

to be able to

"do your own thing for yourself;"

to Dinah,

this means to be able to create and test her ideas in a
market within days by working directly with the people.
is

It

important to her that she develops products that improve

emotional quality of people's
time

lives,

even if only for the

in which they view her creations in craft shows;

it is

this aspect of her work—the ability to evoke emotions and
to have a positive effect on so many lives,

every show,

every weekend —that especially appeals to her.
enthusiasm people express and their
a great source of satisfaction.
efforts

The

interest in her

line is

Seeing others enjoy her

is her assurance that her goals have been met,

she has pleased them.

85

that

Dinah s definition of success

is not limited to career

achievements and being happy with her work.
and

incorporates her relations with others,

family.

especially with

She gets great joy from being a mother,

daughter,

a sister.

for Dinah;
life

It is broader

Success and happiness are

a

intertwined

she must be happy in work and in her personal

in order to feel successful.

Much of her happiness is

contingent upon believing that she

is helpful to others,

that she makes a difference in their
by giving moral support,

lives,

whether it be

by being a source of

inspiration

or by listening and showing understanding.
Dinah believes that her grade school years
significantly influenced her definition of success.
attended a small private school
York,

in Greenwich Village,

She
New

a school which stressed the creative arts.

Academics,

per se,

were not emphasized;

rather,

the

students were expected to communicate with others through
various creative media.
principles failed her
to support herself.

However,

later

in

She had

in this

life,

when she was expected

learned how to help others

make the world a better place,
surviving on her own

the school's idealistic

but she never learned about

life.

Dinah has not always felt successful even though she
has had a number of careers
to support herself doing so.

in the arts and has been able
She believes that confidence

in herself as a woman and as an artist has been important
to being able to enjoy her success.
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For Dinah,

this meant

"coming into her own"

and experiencing life,

not as her

husband's wife or assistant in his medical work,
creative,

but as a

self-supporting individual who had raised two

children who were doing well and enjoying their choices of
life work.

It also meant having reached a greater

understanding of who she was and accepting herself for
being that person,
others--society,

rather than struggling to be what

husband,

family--wanted her to be.

She

believes this change was facilitated by several factors,
especially by the women's movement and

its effects on her

understanding of how she and others perceived her
achievements.

Another

important factor was her decision to

do what she wanted to do,
career were her choice;

i.e.,

when her lifestyle and

it was not until she experienced a

sense of control over what she was doing

that she was able

to feel successful for the first time in her
that was filled with achievements.
things accidentally,"

i.e.,

life,

a life

When she "fell into

when the choice was not a

conscious decision on her part,

she could not feel

successful.
The feeling she now experiences is one of satisfaction
and ease,

a feeling of fulfillment resulting from the

self-realization that

it was her creativity and the niche

she carved from her heart,
to control

it,

that

wit and hands,

and her freedom

left her feeling so satisfied.
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Robert

Success to Robert is an experience over a lifetime,
"a climb through life,"

in which there are plateaus and the

desire to continue further.

He discussed success initially

in the context of his career;

his goal

is to obtain a

position with a company where he can use his skills,
company where he wants to work,
and

interests of

one that supports the goals

its personnel.

Opportunities within the

company for upward growth is an
accepting a career position:
his career,

but

a

important factor in

he not only wants to grow in

in earning power as well.

Being happy

with his choice of career and company is critical to his
most

important goal,

in which he

a "stable

life":

an interesting life

is happily married with a family and able to

enjoy himself and family without the dissatisfaction of
being in an unrewarding career.

He envisions a future in

which he balances these two dimensions of his life by
separating them in such a way that business interests do
not compromise the quality of his family life.
unmarried man

in his early twenties,

business degree and

An

Robert holds a

is employed by a large corporation.

considers himself successful,

He

and he feels successful as

well.
His

ideas about success have been influenced primarily

by family and culture:
as a person and

his family inspired his development

instilled

in him the desire for a "better"
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life than they had and the culture offered the rules to the
better

life."

As early as grade school,

pressure to do well because of
success.

Robert felt the

its relationship to future

The pressures continued through college.

Robert followed the rules of the culture and believes
that doing so may have something to do with his ability to
feel successful.

However,

necessarily ensured

it.

he does not think that it

He discussed the experience of a

long-time friend who followed "the rules"
feels successful.

Why?

He thinks it's because she is not

doing what she wants to do,
successful

and her ability to feel

is contingent upon knowing what she wants to do

and doing what it takes to reach it.
the

and who he doubts

individual's,

culture's.

not the family's,

The choice must be
not friends',

not the

He had a similar experience when he followed

the the culture's messages and chose to study computer
science.

However,

it was not something he. wanted,

but

rather something that society believed was the sine qua non
of success
life:

in the eighties.

It was an unhappy period

he did not enjoy his studies nor his work,

felt frustrated most of the time.
factor

working

and he

Enjoyment was a major

in his decision to change career direction,

decision

in his

a

in which ha decided how he wanted to spend his
life.

Important to being able to enjoy any choice

was an ability to

live happily with himself.
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Relationships play an important part in Robert's
experiences with success.

In his career,

it is his

relationship with managers that convey a sense of the
company's commitment to his goals being realized,

as well

as a sense of appreciation for his contributions to the
company's success and a respect for the investments he
makes

in the organization.

are also gratifying;

Relationships with customers

in a previous employ where he worked

directly with consumers,

he found that getting to know them

on a first name basis and being able to help them meet
their needs was important to his feelings about his work
and himself.

As long as he was able connect with the

customers and feel appreciated by the company,
forward to work each day.
experience,

he would

he looked

When that was no longer his

leave the company's employ.

The subject of success was something he talked about
with both family and friends.
goals and achievements,

With family,

he discussed

the underlying assumption of the

conversations being that happiness and joy in

living could

be realized through such means.

With friends who

identified with his experiences,

he was able to talk about

his fears and frustrations,

feelings which he thought

family members might misinterpret as discontent.
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Robert structures his life around the goals of enjoying
his career

(which is contingent upon opportunity,

appreciation and connecting with others),
position

developing his

in the company and enjoying a loving family life.

He offered the observation that society seems to be
changing the emphasis of success,
worth to personal happiness.
success,

and he

from that of

material

This is his priority in

is guided by his feelings of appreciation

and contentment in making his choices.

He believes that

such a commitment to himself will ensure his goals being
met.

Ruth

Ruth is a married woman

in her mid-forties who is the

mother of three adult children.
health professional,
home.

She

is employed as a

conducting her business out of her

She discussed her experience with success initially

in terms of her career and her ability to help her patients
feel better about themselves.

Ruth feels successful and

attributed the source of her feelings to relationships with
people,

especially when she

quality of their

is helping them to

improve the

lives.

Although she spoke
context of career,

initially of success within the

her definition of success

personal fulfillment and a satisfying life.
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incorporated
Important to

th© success she enjoys
profession

is her ability to manage her

in such a way that she does not compromise the

quality of her roles as spouse and mother,
lifework.

her primary

This ability has allowed her to feel good about

herself and her choice of

life work.

factor has been the support she,

Another

important

her husband and their

children give each other in their endeavors.

Her greatest

joy is watching her children develop

into thriving young

adults,

lives.

each succeeding in their own

Happiness guides her life and her decisions,
personally and professionally.

It

both

is this goal of being

happy that she consciously carried with her from childhood,
even though she did not recall thinking about success per
se during those years.
her

life

Important to achieving happiness in

is her sense that the decisions she made were her

own choices,

consciously thought out and acted upon.

is doing what she wants to do,
dictates.

She

irrespective of society's

Ruth believes this factor

is critical to her

feeling happy and fulfilled.
Ruth's experience with success may have been
by her mother and grandmothers,
businesses which they managed

influenced

all of whom had part-time

in their homes.

Such

arrangements allowed them to meet their more important

life

work of being available to their families while also
generating

income and working in ways which gave them

pleasure.

This choice of self-employment allowed her to

maintain control over her day's schedule:
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it gave her the

flexibility she needed to be available to her family,

and

it allowed her to determine the quality of service she
provided.
Being successful

in her work was

important to her.

It

allowed her to feel needed because she provided a service
that helped people to feel better about themselves and
their

lives.

Feeling needed affirmed her as a wife,

mother and a health specialist.
feeling of accomplishment:
others,

in her personal

a

Success also gave her a

she has made life easier for

life as well as

in her professional

work.
Success for Ruth was greater than mere accomplishments.
It was

important that she extended herself to her full

potential;

and,

her choices.

it was

important that she was committed to

It was the success of the whole person,

just the career accomplishments,

that mattered.

meant being happy with how she chose to spend her
was an all-inclusive experience,
living.
family,

She experienced

it

And,

not
that

life.

It

a sense of fulfillment in

in her relationships with

friends and patients;

and,

she experienced it

through her children s accomplishments,

taking pride in

their efforts and supporting their choices with guidance,
love and strength.
person,

and

It was the feeling of success as a

it was this

inclusive definition that she used

when assessing whether someone else was successful.
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Although cultural measures of success are not important
to her experience of success today,
life when their

there was a time in her

importance created a predicament for her.

She and her family were

living a very comfortable and

affluent life style when it became apparent that she could
not be as effective as she wanted to be
daughter's academic needs.
for her,

This was a conflict

school district,
daughter.

Ruth's

lives being all that they

could be was being compromised by the

limitations of a

not by what was possible for her

It was a time in their lives when priorities

were challenged,
of success.

a time when Ruth questioned her definition

The confrontation became a turning point in

life because she acted to

values,

in values

a conflict which created much frustration.

commitment to her daughters'

her

in order to meet a

i.e.,

live consistently with her

that material worth and professional prestige

were secondary to the development of her daughter's
potential.

It meant a geographical relocation and

behind many of the trappings of success.
so,

leaving

Had they not done

she would been consumed by frustration and anger in

not being able to secure that which her daughter needed.
Not being able to be as effective as she wanted to be
affected her sense of fulfillment significantly.
such a confrontation,

Ruth realized the

Through

importance of

happiness and self-actualization to her definition of
success.
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Joseph

Joseph is a professor,

with a lifetime of

accomplishments as an administrator and business
executive.

He

father,

is an active

and

is

in his mid sixties,
leader

is married and a

in his community.

His

definition of success changed dramatically in recent years,
from an achievement-based experience to the more
encompassing experience of a full and self-actualizing
life.

He believes that the nature of this change has a lot

to do with why he

is finally able to feel successful.

Business had been the context of success for him as far
back as he can remember,
members were
forte,

involved

however,

academia.

perhaps because a number of family

in private enterprises.

was not that of business;

His father's

his was

Joseph initially discussed success within the

context of his career,

discussing experiences as a child

and adolescent when he managed his own franchise (magazine
route)

and established his own printing business.

The

importance of both of these endeavors to him was that he
did them on his own,

and he accomplished what he set out to

do.

life,

For most of his

was a compulsive drive,

Joseph lived to achieve.

His

one motivated by a fear of not

living up to his parents'

expectations.

conditional nature of their

love,

Because of the

his acceptance as a

person was contingent upon his ability to achieve
that reflected well upon his family.
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This

in ways

link between

acceptance and accomplishment affected his experience with
success pervasively.

Success meant achieving in ways that

pleased others and visible accomplishments became the
measuring stick of his worth.

For a man raised

in the

tradition of the husband "taking care of his wife and
children,"

this meant always providing for the other,

for himself.

It also had

implications for how well

something had to be accomplished:

anything less than

perfect meant he was a "bad person"

because he had not

lived up to his responsibility to his family.
experienced

never

The joy he

in his achievements was more related to his

sense of acceptance by others than his sense of self
competence.
Although his
achievements,

life has been full of academic and career

he was unable to feel successful until

relatively recently.
living much of his
them,

He attributed this phenomenon to

life through roles and

identifying with

rather than developing his sense of self.

back over his
person,

life,

Looking

he never really knew himself as a

only as a man driven to succeed.

What appeared to

be success was actually his striving for esteem and
acceptance.

By

living this way,

he felt stripped of his

humanity.
Today he
It

lives a very different definition of success.

is more than the objective measures

a fuller,

more

inclusive experience;

Joseph as a person.

He no

longer
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it once was.

It

is

it is the success of

is driven by a fear of

his
his world.

loved ones;
It

h© lives to be more connected with

is a self-actualizing existence in which his

relationships with others have become most important.
Success now means making a contribution to others,
humankind.
care

His greatest joys are being able to share and

in ways he had never before known,

improve the quality of their
were

to

lives.

to help others

Although relationships

important during his earlier years of achievements,

was not for their
he now enjoys

intrinsic value.

The feeling of success

is one of fulfillment.

It's a peacefulness

in which he feels freer and more at ease.
himself,

and,

in so doing,

enjoys the "highs"

it

He has accepted

others in his life.

in accomplishing,

does for his own self-enrichment.

He still

but what he does,

For example,

he

an

accomplishment today would be to learn to play the piano so
that he could play a duet with his wife.
achievements no

longer are needed.

If Joseph continued to live his
living,

Visible

life as he had been

he doubts he would be alive today.

It was a driven

and stressed existence with frequent outbursts of anger.
Eventually he reached a point of mental exhaustion and
could no

longer cope with his

with a coronary seizure.

lifestyle.

His body reacted

Facing his mortality

in such a

way gave him cause to reflect on and question his
philosophy of

life.

He came to realize through much

thought and reflection that his life had been driven by his
need for esteem and acceptance,
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that he had not been

living

as he wanted.
what/who was

He also realized that if he did not change
in charge of his life,

to talk about it.
life

he would not have

He felt a need to grow and expand his

in areas he never considered previously.

get to know himself as a person,
series of

lived

He wanted to

so he became involved

in a

introspective workshops and experiences in which

he eventually confronted who and what defined success for
him.

It was a long process,

control of his

life and his

"Joseph now drives Joseph,

but once he did so,
life's work.

he felt in

As he put it,

no one else drives Joseph."

His

greatest rewards come from the emotional connectedness he
feels with people--his family,

his students,

his friends,

a

connection he was unable to experience when success was
limited to the more tangible measures.

Janice,

Janice discussed her experiences with success within
the context of

the

influences of her childhood and the

values and standards of her family.
mid-fifties and

She

is

is a clinical psychologist

administrative position.

She

in her
in an

is divorced and and the

mother of two adult children.
Neither of
both held

her parents completed basic schooling and

low paying,

there were things

in

such as working hard,

unskilled jobs;

they believed that

life "you were just supposed to do,"
always being punctual,
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responsible

and reliable,

and excelling in endeavors.

Her parents did

not expect her to go beyond a high school education,

but

when she discovered ways to receive state support and
grants for her higher education,
and acquiesced to her
board.

they accepted her plans

living at home without paying room or

Her mother was particularly conservative,

emotionally distant and chronically
while her father,

mildly depressed,

who was nearly totally deaf,

temper outbursts and demanding behaviors.

was prone to

Janice

learned

to avoid upsetting her parents by conforming behaviors.
Her parents'

philosophy and expectations of perfection

significantly influenced how Janice experienced success and
her success-image.

For example,

she did not consider her

accomplishments as anything out of the ordinary or unique;
as a matter of fact,

it was not until many years after the

completion of her doctoral studies that she realized how
few women earned a doctorate
1950' s.

Her family's

in her field during the

influence was also evident

ongoing expectations of herself:
improvement.

there

in her

is always room for

The focus on excelling and perfecting rather

than on acceptance also affected her ability to give
herself credit for her accomplishments,

and minimized her

ability to experience them internally.

An example of this

tendency is her acknowledgement that she feels successful,
but not "really"
successful,

successful.

In order to feel

she would have to be

internationally acclaimed

in her field or hold a highly visible position,
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really

such as

that of a high level policy maker.

The minimization

v

extended to the relative value she placed on her field of
work and study as well:

the absence of a visible product

that attests to her abilities tended to diminish the value
of her success.

She thinks she would feel more successful

if she had chosen to study a "harder" science,

such as

physics or engineering where the results are accepted as
facts rather than inevitably questioned,

as is the case

with her field.
Critical to her experience of success is happiness,
such as in close,
Without it,

there is no success,

achievements.
her.

satisfying personal relationships.

However,

regardless of the

happiness alone was not enough for

She needed to be able to act on her drive to

achieve.

Achievements were necessary in order for her to

feel happy.

Although Janice tended to discuss success in

terms of objective measures of accomplishment,
discussed others'

success,

she

such as that of her brother,

in

a more holistic way, noting career accomplishments,
relationships with others (marriage,
accomplishments,

and life style.

children),

children's

It was within this

broader perspective that she felt particularly
unsuccessful.

She does not now share a close relationship

with a partner in life.
20 years,

Her marriage,

was not to the man she loved,

although it lasted
and her husband's

chronic depression and difficulties in work completion were
particularly frustrating to her fast-paced work style.
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Her relationships with her children are less than
satisfying at this time.

Motherhood had been one of her

greatest sources of fulfillment,
children were young;

especially when her

her world broadened through her their

spontaneity and creativity,
then was most rewarding.

and her relationship with them

However,

their adolescent drug

and alcohol abuse significantly affected the relationship
and the quality of the fulfillment she derived from it.
Janice does not advocate her particular definition of
success,

observing that perhaps if people were more content

with their success in life and less driven to want to do
more,

they would feel happier.

She views life's challenges

and frustrations as an experience and as opportunities to
overcome obstacles.

She feels most successful when she

opens doors others did not see or were not able to open;
such is the case when she secures contracts for services
which others did not envision.

-It not only leaves her

feeling self-reliant, but reinforces her self-determining
capacities.

Making the most of the circumstances through

her initiative enhances her feelings of success,
is when she feels especially efficacious.

for that

She is able to

control the consequences in her professional life,
ensures a sense of competence;
relationships,
Thus,

though,

and thus

in her personal

such assurances are not there.

relationships as a source of fulfillment have been

replaced by achievements and the sense of creativity she
experiences when she seizes opportunities and makes things
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happen through her work initiative.

She still craves

fulfilling, personal relationships and is pleased her
perseverance with her children has helped them overcome
their substance abuse problems.

She has significantly

modified her expectations for them and will be content to
see them capable of self-support and having close
satisfying relationships.

If they regain even some of

their early, positive enthusiasm and creativity,

and she

can expand her own expectations and find a male partner
with similar attitudes,

then she will feel really

successful.

Phillip

"I think about success sporadically,

off and on.

don't know when I started to think about it.

I

I guess when

I was little, when I was five or six years old.

I wanted

to be a fireman, not because I wanted to fight fires, but I
thought a fireman was successful."

Career and

accomplishments have been very much a part of Phillip's
concept of success:

a "good” job with a high salary and

"room for upward mobility."

They are a significant part of

his life goals and were the reasons for attending and
completing undergraduate school.
interview,

At the time of the

Phillip was about to begin his career in

communications media.
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Phillip does not consider himself successful, nor does
he feel that way.
striving,

Success is something for which he is

something he places within the context of the

world of work.

I don t think you can be successful while

you re a student.
the working world.

Success I think starts when you start in
A student is really just a student,

hasn't done anything that I would consider success,
could not feel successful.

he

so, I

I don't know of anyone who

considers themselves successful because successful seems
like it's the end, when you've reached all of your goals,
and,

obviously,

of their goals."

college students have not reached the end
What are these goals for which he strives

and hopes to someday accomplish?

"Well,

I guess I have

seen different people around who I considered successful,
so I kind of define success by what they have done.

In

other words, my father's friend owns his own business and
makes $100,000 a year.

I consider that very

successful....once I start
not happy with that,
year;

making $75,000 a year,

I'm going to strive for $100,000 a

when I finally reach it,

success."

then I

11 call it a

Attaining these goals comprised "major success

for Phillip;

of lesser importance and magnitude was his

athletic and academic success,
"smaller"

if I m

the "minor success

in

areas of his life.

As important as they were to him,
success in its entirety.
may achieve,

though,

they were not

Regardless of the "success" he

it was important for him to be happy,
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“...happy about everything,• my job, my family, my health,
my friends,

all the things that made me successful."

Success without happiness was not success for Phillip.
had to "feel it" to be it,
the joy,

the content,

He

and "feeling successful" was

and the happiness of living.

It was

the "family stuff and things like that," the more personal
dimension of his life.

"Whenever I do achieve my success,

I hope that I don't only appear to be successful, but that
I feel it also.

I could be on top of the world in someone

else's eyes, but if I don't feel it,

if I don't feel it

inside of me,

then I guess it's not real,

successful."

It was this unspoken goal of a sense of

inner, personal success,

I'm not really

that determined whether his

accomplishments were authentic.

It was the feeling of

fulfillment in success that Phillip needed and wanted, the
feelings associated with "having it all,
everything, job,

family,

"everything,

children, my children growing up

and being happy" that rendered "success" success.

Suzanne

Suzanne discussed success within the context of her
philosophy of living:

do what you need to do; make

commitments from your heart; when something is important to
you, make it happen;
and,

invest yourself in what you believe;

see commitments through to completion.

success of the person,

It was a

irrespective of outward, social
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measures.

Underlying her philosophy was a strong sense of

responsibility to oneself and to humankind.

Success meant

being able to deal with what life hands you and do so in a
caring and reasonable way,
abusing yourself.
others,

without offending others or

It meant accepting yourself,

and recognizing that which limits you.

people do what they need to do,

i.e.,

as well as
Successful

live up to their

commitments to those for whom they are responsible.
Successful people

live as they want to live,

without offending others;
they make

it happen.

and do so

they do not think about "it,"

They also take responsibility for

their moral commitments,

are proud of their efforts and

feel dignity in themselves.
She

is woman

in her late thirties who is married and

has been an educator for all of her adult
accomplished musician as well.

Suzanne

life.

She is an

is invested

in her

community and volunteers on behalf of particular causes
such as mental health issues,
education.

She does not perceive herself as successful by

social definition,
However,
she

lives

services to children and

i.e.,

outward measures of success.

she does feel successful about her
it,

life and how

and she does feel fulfilled.

Childhood and the people who were

important to her

greatly affected her experience with success.
attributes her unassuming

She

way and her sense of

responsibility to herself and to others as having been
learned from her father.

He was an immigrant who was only
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able to attend school through grade eight because of
financial pressures and who lived what she considered a
successful

life:

summer house,

he co-owned a business,

owned a home and

provided for his family and made a college

education available to each of his children.
was a college graduate who had a career
influence

is felt

accomplishment.

in advertising;

in Suzanne's need to "do"

her

in the sense of

Her parents also demonstrated the

importance of authenticity and quality,
significant importance to how she
Another great

two values of

lives her life.

influence on her experience with success

was piano teacher,
believe

Her mother

for

it was she who taught Suzanne to

in herself and to trust in her abilities;

fostered self-discipline and dedication,

she

and helped her to

develop a sense of competency and to assess her
capabilities.

She,

too,

taught Suzanne the virtues of

authenticity and quality.
though,

was her

Perhaps her greatest gift,

intuitive ability to sense Suzanne s

feelings and her permission to have them:
to be,

and she trusted

special relationship,

in her strengths.
one

she allowed her
This was a

in which she experienced an

emotional connectedness that fostered her unconditional
acceptance by her teacher.

All three people—her father,

her mother and her music teacher—significantly affected
Suzanne's

definition of success and the role that

definition plays

in her

life and

fulfillment.
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in her feelings of

Suzanne described a full
experiences with success.

life as she reflected on her

Part of what made it fulfilling

was her sense of commitment to relationships,
work,

to the community and to humankind.

to her

life's

It is this sense

of responsibility to herself and others that pushes her
beyond her

limitations and to overcome obstacles to her

sense of fulfillment.

For example,

when she was too shy to

speak in front of a high school class and waited three
months before she completed the assignment,

it was her

sense of responsibility that allowed her to overcome her
fear of speaking in public.
Success for Suzanne is living her
she wants to

live

it,

life in the way that

and her feelings of success are

attached to that which makes her life seem full.
this sense of fulfillment that
person.
it

"do what I need to do,"

important that she be all that she can be,

well at whatever she undertakes.

By doing so,

from the challenge of having "pushed at the
to her

is that which is possible,

accomplished,

to five years

Like

doing

she grows

edges."

Life

not what has already been

and her need for continual personal growth

and development

things,

is

is the success of the

Besides a commitment to

is also

It

it

is strong.
is

It

is also cyclic:

every three

important to do other things,

new

things which allow her potential to be realized.

a garden when crops are rotated,

she blooms to

fullest when she does not stay in one place too
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long

her

A third factor that is important to her sense of
fulfillment

is the nature of her relationships with

people:

personal success must not be at the expense of

others,

and achievements and relations must be authentic

and responsible.

Because it is important to her that the

means justifies the ends,
others,
It

when respect is not shown for

it renders outward measures of success valueless.

is also important that she gives back to others,

community,

for that which she takes from it;

the

giving and

showing appreciation are fulfilling because they continue
to connect her with others.
she make things happen,

It is important to her that

that she makes a difference with

her presence.
Although these factors are all important to her sense
of success,

it

is possible for her to feel fulfilled

without all of them being met concurrently.
she

For example,

is able to feel successful without accomplishments,

she does when she
times;

she

people,

as

is able to help others through difficult

is also able to feeling fulfilled without

as she does when she plays piano well.

And,

her

achievements do not have to be visible or measurable.
However,

her actions must be consistent with her values

regardless of

the source of fulfillment at the time.

Suzanne differentiates between those with more public
success and those whose success

is of a private nature,

with the former group having greater moral responsibility
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because their position gives them social and moral power,
whether they want
individuals?

it or not.

They are our

Who are these ,,S,,uccessful

leaders and decision makers;

they are our teachers and others who help people build
confidence,

develop pride and

genuineness.
their doing;

Sometimes the public recognition
for example,

misfortune and,
limitations,
doing,

instill appreciation for

those who have encountered

defying all odds,

and became

went beyond their

inspirational to others.

they became public figures.

do not act responsibly when

And,

By so

what of those who

in public positions?

the social manipulators of our culture,
"S"uccess

is not of

They are

the people whose

is self-serving.

Scott

Few who know him would consider him anything but
successful,

a Horatio Alger hero who rose from poverty to

wealth through his own efforts,

convictions and a belief

himself.

Scott

healthy,

A self-educated man,

and he feels successful.

consider himself to be successful,
ever will.
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is wealthy,

However,

in

happy and

he does not

nor does he think he

Scott discussed his experiences with success within the
framework of overall
financial success,
to

it,

living,

differentiating between

the "success of things"

as he referred

which he concedes having and "success

ongoing,

in

living",

an

never-quite-attained phenomenon which he

characterized as a "climb through life."

Success to Scott

is a series of plateaus consisting of challenges,

the

effective negotiation of which results in personal growth
and a sense of personal power.
success to the philosophy he
be at whatever he does,

He attributes his overall

lives:

he is the best he can

he commits himself totally and

applies himself unconditionally to his goals,

he thinks

only in positive terms and he believes in himself.
applied this philosophy to his career,
multi-millionaire he planned to be.

When he

he became the

He had earned four

million dollars within a few years of his mark and ten
million dollars several years ahead of the projected date.
A real estate professional

in his

late fifties,

is married and the father of two adult children.
essence of success to Scott
day is special to him,

an event

enjoys waking each morning,
and,

is everyday living,

Scott

The
and each

"never to be wasted."

He

and he enjoys working each day

he has felt this way for much of his life,

even when

he was failing as a student or not being the father he
thinks he should have been.

Scott attributes his ability

to maintain his feelings of success through such times
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to knowing that th©
rather an

issue was not on© of competence but

issue of the choices he made as to how he would

invest his time and energy.
What else

leaves Scott feeling successful besides

knowing that he

is competent?

First,

accomplishment or a sense of motion,
are productive and not wasted.

an on-going sense of
knowing that his days

Along with this,

feel his potential being realized,

that he

he must

is doing the

best that he can do with total commitment to his goal.
must also have a sense of personal security,
he knows who he
competence.
do,

He

a sense that

is and feels confident about his

And,

he must feel free to do what he wants to

to explore his capacities and opportunities without

feeling guilty about responsibilities in other areas of
life,

such as to his family.

However,

these feelings of success are different in

quality from the fuller feeling of
experiences on a daily basis,
sense of fulfillment.

And,

living and joy that he

feelings he describes as a

it

is

in his relationships with

people that he has experienced his greatest source of
fulfillment.
things,

It is this human factor,

that gives him the most joy;

not the success of

knowing them

intimately and relating to them authentically is very
important to him.

Whether they be strangers he meets in

airports or coffeeshops,

or people who he employs,

it

is

important to Scott that he connect emotionally with them,
because

in so doing,

he tries to help them improve the
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quality of their lives.
for the person he is,

It is important that he be liked

and he invests in people liking him.

Because much of his financial success at this time is
through his employees and seeing them accomplish their
goals,

he feels responsible to them emotionally,

ear or "giving a hug" as needed.
with others replenishes Scott,

lending an

Emotionally connecting

leaving him feeling fuller;

perhaps this is because it meets his needs for acceptance
and recognition and leaves him feeling that he makes a
difference in this world.
caring that he makes.

It is a genuine investment in

This investment is so important

that, when he became financially secure in his career,
and his wife developed a mutual support,

he

self-help group

for people of all ages in their community.
To understand why how these things are so important to
him is to understand his relationship with his father,

a

college graduate whose emotional involvement with his
family was limited to being the family's "breadwinner.
a child,

Scott worked closely with him,

assisting in his

sales work or with chores on the family farm.

Doing so was

difficult because the man was never really "there
as a father.

for him

This fact proved critical to Scott s

philosophy of living and his experience with success.
Scott committed himself and his life to that which his
father shunned:

achievement,

realizing potential,

being authentically human with himself and with others.
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As

Scott quit school at the age of sixteen,
strong desire to "get on with life."

motivated by a

He experimented with

jobs as varied as they numbered and excelled consistently
as

long as he was doing what he wanted to do.

His life

would not be wasted:

he would be all that he could be

whatever he pursued;

his relations with others would be

real;

and,

powerful

each day would count.

image based

railway station,

an

in

He was also driven by a

in a childhood visit to a deserted
image which frightened him.

It was

that of a beggar man pushing a cart and collecting trash
and rags.

It was the

image of a wasted life,

and he feared

it because he recognized in it the potential to waste his
life as the beggar and his father had wasted their lives.
Scott's desire for a sense of family and emotional
connectedness with his father was strong,
joined his parents
estate business.

so strong that he

in their endeavors to develop a real
The

idea of a family owned business was

not knew to a family who were farmers and committed to
"living out of one pot"
fourteen years

Scott

business prosper,

and to the common good of all.

invested

For

in making the family

but this experience was very frustrating

because neither his achievements nor his hopes were
realized.

As he worked to hold onto a feeling of family

and to make whatever profits he could for the company,

he

watched his father do to the business what he did to his
life:

destroy it through mismanagement and alcohol abuse.
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His relationship with his father was one of
emotions:

he

loved him,

yet he disposed him.

that the nature of this relationship,
informidable goal of

intense
He believes

as well as the

"developing a sense of family"

contributed significantly to a life crisis which brought
him to near total collapse of mind and body.
The frustration mounted as he continued to feel less
and

less effective

in changing the circumstance.

He became

preoccupied with suicidal thoughts and withdrew
emotionally;

he also had a severe heart attack.

that point in his
mortality,

life,

It was at

when he was confronted with his

that he decided to re-dedicate his life to

moving forward,

i.e.,

taking charge of his life in a way he

had not done previously,
control of how he

lived.

in a way which left him feeling in
It was important also because he

had to face how he defined success for himself,

and that

meant emotionally separating from his father.
It was a long and painful process,

but his journey to

emotional and physical recovery was an affirming and
empowering one,

one

in which he took a great deal of

responsibility for his progress.

Part of that journey

included challenging his notion of success.
turning point

in his life,

It was a

not because he exceeded his

projected earnings the first year by a factor of ten,
more importantly because he felt,
life,

a sense of

fulfillment.
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for the first time

but
in his

Dorothy

"I don't know that I

feel successful.

Maybe there's

some special feeling that people have when they feel they
are successful.

I just

do my work and get my grades.

know,

I guess I

why!

I've never used the word successful,

reality,

I

have never used that word,

You

maybe that's
but,

I guess,

in

am!"

Success for this middle-aged woman has always been
associated with achievement usually someone else's.

Her

decision to pursue an undergraduate education at this time
in her

life was a difficult one,

raising her family,

and returning to school meant taking

time away from them and
used to earning.
sense of self,

especially because she was

But

interrupting the income she was

it was an

important goal for her

a goal which would afford her the personal

and career development she wanted.
them,

Setting goals,

and doing the best she can--that

of success.

it,

'I

and I didn't

really didn't think so.

didn't have the faith (in myself),
saying

is Dorothy's concept

"I decided to go back to school,

think I was able to do

reaching

am a stupid person,

I

I

and I would run around

can t go to college,

It

was a very threatening thing for me to attempt to do.
I did

it!

L did

it!

You know,

But,

I've always had respect for

people who did go on and get some kind of education for
their own self growth,

whether they used
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it or not.

I'm

getting both,

an education and a profession,

I've wanted.

It's

it,

for me.

and it is what

increased my self-esteem... I

And I didn't settle for C's,

had to do

only A's and

B ' s! "
However

important achieving goals and the related

feelings of accomplishment were to her,

it was satisfaction

in her work and

life for which she strove.

her,

instrumental to her decisions to return to

and

it was

school and to chose a profession

in nursing.

important to what she considered success:
her career accomplishments,

feeling,

a feeling of

inner peace;

be able have quality time

life,

environment,

and

life,

then she

it was the feeling she
a life

in which
If I

I would

could do

During school,

I did not

I would feel I was not giving enough

time and energy to my family.
important to me,

lived her

in each role.

that would harmonize me.

feel this balance.

regardless of

Feeling satisfied was a content

associated with a "balanced

that,

It was also

if she was not feeling

satisfied with how responsibly she
was not yet successful.

It motivated

if that

My family is very,
is not a sound,

the rest would not be balanced,

personally would not be satisfied.
very fulfilling for me...

but

Success meant having both,

School

very,

stable
and I

life has been

it has taken from my family.
and she would know when she

reached that goal by the sense of inner peace or
fulfillment.

Without

it,

there were accomplishments,

no true success.
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but

Victor

Victor does not consider himself to be successful,
never has.

However,

he feels fulfilled

lives contentedly and

is satisfied with who he is,

does and how he relates to others.
believes he

is successful

The term “success"
conjures up

he

what he

In that respect,

he

in being human.

is offensive to him because

it

intimations of power and financial

achievements,
for him.

in his life;

and

the concept of success that his mother wished

His father rejected such social trappings and

lived a quiet

life operating a dairy farm;

financial

difficulties brought his father to an attempted suicide
which Victor witnessed and stopped.
Victor
children.

is married and the father of five adult
He

company.

is 59 years old and owns an insurance

During the two weeks preceding our

of his children,
and,

a daughter,

another child,

a son,

interview,

one

graduated from medical school;

committed suicide.

Victor's personal account of success differed from
that of others':

he never once mentioned his career.

discussed success only in terms of his search for

He

inner

peace.

His definition of success evolved over a period of

years.

Achievements in careers were no longer important to

that experience.
that mattered,
to

lived

Rather,

it was the way he lived his

that was a source of fulfillment.

He tried

in harmony with nature and was committed to a
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life

Thoreau-like philosophy about material possessions.
paganistic at this point in his life,
in depth at times,
he has an

He is

after experimenting,

with various organized religions.

insatiable desire to learn,

to grow,

And,

as he better

understands his species and the planet on which he lives.
He pursues answers to the whys of

life and reads avidly

about the paleo-history of humankind.

Such interests and

values affirm him as his own person.

of

When he was in his mid-forties,

he attained the sense

inner peace he had been seeking,

and he experienced it

as a belief

in himself,

a belief that he could emotionally

cope with anything that happened to him.
time

in his life,

the driver of his

he felt in charge,
life;

he was no

was a transition to maturity,

For the first

in control.

He became

longer being driven.

It

from the child whose sense of

worth was contingent upon the confirmation of others to the
emotionally autonomous adult,

whose self-image was based in

his own decision about what was

important to him.

occurred during a frustrating time for him;
dissatisfied with organized religion,

It

he was

with his marriage,

with his relations with his children and with his career.
What followed was a period
••civilization"

in his

as he knew it and

life when he

lived life as a hippie,

with responsibility to no one but himself.
not sure of how it happened,

left

Although he is

he knows that when he was

ready to return to his family and community,

he did so

knowing that he oould no longer be hurt by life.
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And,

he

no

longer needed material things or socially defined

accomplishments to accept himself.
for him,

because

fulfilled,

It was a turning point

it was at that point that he began to feel

which became the underlying feeling of his life.

One source of great fulfillment for him are people,
people with whom he can emotionally connect.

Most of his

friends are women which he believes is because women are
willing to discuss feelings,
talking about finances,
that doesn't

whereas men seem to "prefer

investments,

interest me."

last ten years,

and

He also connects with people

through the many organizations
In the

golf or women,

in which he participates.

he has been giving back to the

community by being involved on committees which do things
for others.

This gives him a sense of satisfaction because

he knows that others benefit from his efforts and that that
he makes a difference
though,

is not

in their

important to

lives.

him;

Being needed,

what

is important is

connecting with people emotionally.

Rebecca

She

is young,

and worked abroad,
drafted

and she

is accomplished.

has authored at

legislation on the national

She has

least one book,
level,

lived
has

and has worked

in a prestigious component of a multi-billion dollar
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corporation.

A graduate of a prestigious business school,

she recently launched her own business designing her own
line of cards and gifts.
thirties.

Success

thinking about;

She

is single and

is not something Rebecca spends time

it

is something she takes for granted,

something "you do for the rest of your
related to success are similar
something she dwells on;
have.."
But,

and,

in her early

life."

The feelings

in that they are not

they are something "you just

"on a very basic

level,

I

feel successful."

she does not feel fulfilled.
She associates the concept success with career and

accomplishments,

especially those which are socially

defined and valued,

such as prestige,

She finds it easy at times,

"because of our culture's

preoccupation with outward measures,"
"personal stuff,

status and money.

to

lose sight of the

like family and relations."

along with accomplishments,
experience of success,
A significant

are

These

important to her"

issues,

inner"

her feeling of fulfillment.

influence on her

her experience with it was her

ideas about success and

"middle class upbringing.

She was raised to excel and to expect her goals to be
realized.
However,

And,

she was raised to expect to succeed.

success was not defined

term investment

in terms of making a long

in a career or being financially

responsible for herself.

In her middle class suburb,
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women

would have

interests but never a paying job.

involved outside the home,
the community,
to do,

such as when they volunteered

it was because

in

it was something they wanted

something they enjoyed.

invested

If they were

Her role models were

in family rearing and community work;

and,

the

women she knew who were professionals held traditionally
female,
nurses.
choice,

service-type positions such as

librarians and

Work was something women did when they had no
she never had a notion that women worked because

"they found

it to be fulfilling."

The effects of such circumstances were realized
haphazard and

interest-oriented career path:

to feel satisfied
it

in her work and when she no

is the easiest time for her to

find something more fulfilling.

she expects
longer does,

leave the position and
Her expectations of family

life have also been affected by her childhood
she would have to work outside of her home
family and expected to feel fulfilled.
need to create and to achieve,

influences:

if she had a

She recognizes her

to do things more public

than to "be as selfless as my mother"
exclusively to raising her family.

and devote herself

She does not anticipate

having the struggles many of her peers experience
to

"serve those two masters,"

in her

in trying

because her earning power

affords her the flexibility to manage both well.
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More often than not,

it

ia the success of another,

rather than that of herself,
she assesses

it

that she tends to assess;

in retrospect,

over time.

and,

Rebecca does not

necessarily consider herself to be successful,

and she

attributes this to two general deeply held beliefs.

First,

she believes that people tend to be easily impressed,

and

once they know the hard work and heartaches behind the
achievements,
disappear,

as she does,

and with it the "awe;"

that women,

including herself,

achievements,
there

the romance and mystique

an

"if I can do

secondly,

she believes

tend to minimize their
it,

anyone can"

attitude that

is nothing special or exceptional about what they do

with their abilities.
"really"

Hence,

what

is an accomplishment is

not one.

Rebecca tends to define herself and others by "what
they do,"

and

it is her achievements to which her feelings

of success are attached.

However,

it is not simply a

matter of reaching a goal or accomplishing daily tasks;
there are particular circumstances which enhance her
feelings of success.

For example,

it

is important to her

that she feel she can always do different things,
that do not repeat themselves too frequently.
endeavor takes on a role-like quality,

it no

things

Once the
longer

is

exciting to her and her feelings of success are not
enhanced by

it.

She also must be doing what she wants to
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to,

something which she enjoys.

When that is not the case,

and the situation warrants that she does it, she often
procrastinates;
later time,

however,

should she complete the task at a

she is able to feel successful about it.

she works with others to accomplish a goal,

When

it is important

that she feels that her work contributed to a better
outcome,

that she somehow made a difference for the

better.

Otherwise,

the accomplishment.

feelings of success do not accompany
It is also important that she have the

opportunity the use her creative abilities and self
expression in her achievements; when this is the case,
feelings of success are enhanced.
a sense of personal growth,

And,

her

she must experience

something that usually happens

when she is learning something of importance,

something she

feels is worthy of the investment she is making in the
company.

One general characteristic of her feelings of

accomplishment is that they tend to come from public
affirmation of her abilities and professional worth.
her current line of work,

In

the trade show is an important

event because it is where she deals directly with buyers,
store owners and the public;

it is where she gets some

sense of their perception of her work.

These are the times

when her feelings of success are enhanced, when she deals
with people not the details of managing her business.
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1fi1t,

on the other hand,

larger than success.
every the morning;
sleep at night.

is something that is

It is how she feels in the shower

it is how she feels as she drifts off to

Success,

on the otherhand,

tells others or what they tell you,
feelings.

is what she

and the related

It was this need for fulfillment, not her quest

for success,

that played an important part in her decision

to leave her position on a upward track in a large
corporation while still in her twenties.
what the future was to hold for her there,

Regardless of
she did not feel

that the personal investment she was making in the company
was appreciated or considered important by those in upper
management.

What company executives gave lip service to

was not necessarily what she experienced;

and, what she

experienced was inconsistent with her values.

She wanted

to be recognized not just as a cog in a wheel, but as a
human,

as a person,

as an accomplished woman.

It was

important that she could respect the organizational culture
of which she was a part,

otherwise,

her work could not

possibly contribute to a sense of fulfillment.
Besides wanting to strengthen the organization's
culture and feeling appreciated,

her sense of fulfillment

was contingent upon her work being interesting and she must
be learning something of importance.

Also,

her

achievements must have more to do with her own efforts than
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those of the company.

Being in business on her own allows

her to control these criteria.

There is one factor,

however,that has become apparent by virtue of its absence
from the present workplace and that is the importance of
interpersonal relations for her sense of fulfillment.
Working alone denies her the sense of comraderie that
develops when a team member; no one is there with whom to
process the hows and whys as the day goes on,

there is no

inherent support system and there is no group energy or
momentum to inspire her.
Work is a solitary feeling right now and will be until
such time that her business expands and people become more
a part of her workday.

Perhaps by coincidence,

her dog

accompanies her to the office these days and has become a
wonderful source of acceptance and companionship when
needed 1

On the homefront,

it is her lover who gives her

support,

personally and professionally.

He inspires,

advises and helps her to process ideas and concerns.
The isolating and independent nature of her work is
compounded by her direct dependence on consumer response to
validate the reality of her success.

Without the business

and gold cards that connect her with the large corporation
and the financial security such an affiliation offers,
success can feel tenable at times,
gratifying it may be.
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her

regardless of how very

Randy

In a word,

she

is one of our culture's "whiz-kids."

She comes from a working class background,

graduated top in

her class from educational institutions of outstanding
repute and advanced

in her career at an accelerated rate.

Randy is 32 years old,
position

holds a high salaried,

prestigious

in a billion-dollar company and has earned the

respect of her professional peers.

Divorced,

she plans to

remarry in the near future.
Success for Randy,

though,

is not based in these

accomplishments or achievements.
success

is based

Her experience with

in the personal dimension and considered

within her overall satisfaction with her life.
differentiates between professional success,
experienced
success,
i.e.,

in terms of feeling accomplished,

complete,

accomplished.

whole,

and personal

full.

She does not feel fulfilled,

it

"successful"

and feels

Her achievements do not give her a sense of

wholeness or fullness,
And

which she

which she experienced as a sense of fulfillment,

although she considers herself to be

do.

She

but her relationships with others

is through her connectedness with others that

Randy experiences her ultimate sense of fulfillment.

Life

is more enjoyable,

more meaningful when she shares herself

with others;

this

her,

the

and,

is the "piece"

intimacy of a loving partner,
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that is missing for
marriage and

children.

Professional success is a small part of

fulfillment for Randy;

however,

it does allow her the

resources to enjoy her relationships.
Achieving and excelling have been very much part of her
life,

something over which she has always been

when she wanted something,
until she attained them.

she set her goals and persevered
She earned much academic success,

as she has career success;
for both,

in control:

even though she worked very hard

she places higher value on the academic

accomplishments and found greater satisfaction and
fulfillment
for her,

in them.

but there

achievements,

Career success seems to come easier

is no feeling of growth through the

even though she

is challenged,

is achieving,

is promoted and her potential within the company is
recognized.

In contrast,

inherently satisfying:
personal growth,
experience.

the academic experience was

there was a tremendous feeling of

and there was much excitement

in the

The academic challenge was also compounded

because she financed herself through her expensive
education on scholarships and numerous jobs.
and excitement she speaks of
challenge
rather,

it

she finds
work,

in the workplace,

The growth

is not that of advancement and
for that she

is assured;

is one of enrichment through growth,
in

but not

her relationships and

something

interests outside of

in her career.

Career success

is something she has,

it through exceptionally hard work,
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and she has earned

long hours and much

personal sacrifice.

And,

it

is

in this dimension that she

feels accomplished and confident about her work and her
competencies.
content,
rather,

However,

good about herself or excited about the future;
she feels

like she has done a good day's work and

no more than that.
efforts,
needs:

it does not leave her feeling

Although she enjoys recognition for her

promotions and raises do not give her what she
recognition as a person,

a role.

rather than recognition in

Having her value measured

in terms of money is

contrary to her basic beliefs and philosophy;
bring her joy,
from people,

though,

what does

is the external recognition she gets

such as hearing from her supervisor that she

did a wonderful job or knowing that her brother was
bragging about her as a person.
Randy experienced a personal crisis that confronted her
with her priorities

in fulfillment,

a crisis she

final stages of resolving at this writing.
manifested

The conflict

itself following a lengthy period of time

which she was overly invested
from it

is in the

little that

in

in her career and receiving

left her feeling personally satisfied;

the exception was the richness she felt from the
relationships with colleagues and employees.

She developed

an eating disorder that eventually compromised her sense of
self

respect and sense of control over her

life.

She

sought medical care and a leave of absence from her
career.

She also spent the better part of a year

reflecting on her

life,

her real priorities and
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understanding herself.

One realization she had was

critical to her awareness of her need to achieve:
underlying many of her outstanding achievements were needs
to please others and be recognized for her efforts.
example,

she felt obligated to her Creator for the gifts

she had been given,
her

For

and she committed herself to realizing

intellectual potential.

invested

She heeded the advice of those

in her education and attended academically

acclaimed schools.

However,

her sense of personal

satisfaction was not based in the
to attend the

institutions,

with her choices.
affirmation

Approval

invitations she received

but rather

in pleasing others

is still important;

she wants

in the workplace of her worthiness as a human,

not of worth to the company.
Such a dilemma in values brought Randy to a point of
desperation and confrontation with herself.
after an extended

leave of absence,

She returned

with a renewed

commitment to the success that was most meaningful to her:
personal fulfillment.
what was

It meant learning to put herself and

important to her before her job and other people,

it also meant the willingness to forego material and social
trappings of success,

including position,

salary and a

future with the company for a more enriched
Randy described an experience
regain control of her
live.

She

life,

to

life.

in which she struggled to

live

it as she wanted to

is seeking more meaningful experiences than her
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career offers,

and she knows she can attain them through

relationships with others.
and share her

Being able to give to others

life with them is a great source of

fulfillment for her,

and

it

is

important enough to refuse

prestigious career opportunities.
dilemma in values,
life,

As she emerges from her

Randy is committed to

living a fulfilled

and that may well mean significant changes

in her

career.

Douglas

"I

think it's an ongoing process.

I don't think that

it's ever something that ends until you die.

For example,

I just graduated college.

but that's

not the end of

it."

I

For Douglas,

multifaceted experience that
"inner"

feel successful,

success is a

includes both personal or

success and that which society considers

"successful."

It's a life

long experience for him,

and it

is greatly influenced by his relations with others,
especially his family,
accomplishment.

It

by his religion and by a sense of

is a changing experience as well;

continually redefines what success means to him.
first started job hunting,
high paying job,
the pressure
success.

That's success

"When I

my idea of success was getting a

but seeing others

it brings,

he

in those positions,

I'm not so sure that's really
in one sense-what society

perceives as successful... but,

130

to raise a family is

and

important to me,

it's very important."

And,

being able to

have both were essential to his sense of "inner"
what he experiences as fulfillment.
successful at

life,

how I

it.

look at

portions.

I'd

as

if

And,

"I

success,

like to be

life itself was a battle,

that's

it s divided into different

like to be successful at life:

just being

successful at business would not leave me feeling
fulfilled;

and,

at business,

just being successful with a family and not

I

wouldn't feel fulfilled.

The same with

religion and my feelings toward God and other people."
is this sense of fulfillment that drives him;
meaning to his

with others,
together."

his work.

accomplishments,

yes,

there

accept yourself,

but not success

live.

in living.
that he

is living

"If you are happy with yourself,

and you

like what you are doing,
doing it well,

then that's being successful.

you re

helping somebody,

That's personal success.

is this definition of success for which he

success that

It is the

whether you're a plumber or a top

accomplishing something,

It

his relations

is no success;

feeling of being at peace with himself,
the way hfi. wants to

It is a

"Happy and success is what I tie

Without happiness,

businessman,

it gives

life and the choices he makes.

basic feeling of happiness--about himself,

It

lives,

the

leaves him feeling good about himself.

feel most successful when I
be teaching Sunday School,

help other people,
I

whether

feel happy doing it,

general helping other people.
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I

in

For example where I work

it

now,

occasionally I

feel successful helping a shareholder
v

out.

I

know that

if an elderly shareholder writes in and

they don't know the terminology and I write back,
successful!

Helping other people,

I

feci

that's feeling

successful for me."
There are dilemmas
example,

in his pursuit of fulfillment.

For

at times he must check his feelings of pride and

humbleness,

so as to ensure that the pride does not become

an arrogance.

Another

materially vs.

success-in-life.

problem with that.
material things;

is a predicament between "success
I

have always had a

Family and religion tend to say give up

on the other hand,

else stress material things."

business and everything

The effects of such

pressures are very present for him as he makes choices
about about his career and
helpful and

lifestyle.

important to examine

defines success for himself.
questioned

it

He has found it

in a conscious way how he

"Even since I graduated,

(my definition of success) because I

other people and how burnt out they were getting.
questioned
mobile?

it because... it might ruin my health.

Society defines that!

I

see
I
Upwardly

How do you explain the

president of a company who all of a sudden decides to
become a priest?

To him,

he's more successful being a

priest than he was making $100,000.
their qhh definitions of success,
their own."
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I

think it depends on

that thfii defined

it on

It

is this commitment to himself,

of success that ha chooses,

to live a definition

that Douglas believes allows

him to feel fulfilled..

Valerie

Success was not something Val thought a whole
in childhood or when growing up.

Instead,

emphasized the more personal dimension of
self-determination,

lot about

her family
living:

honesty,

personal satisfaction without

infringing on the rights and space of others,

enjoying the

"little things"

in

endeavors.

life,

and doing one's best

This was the success of the person,

experience of
"success,"

in

living fully.

it with more socially

such as career and goals.

the success-of-the-person
Val

When Val discussed the concept

she tended to associate

defined measures,

at an academic

She discussed

in terms of fulfillment.

is a self-employed graphic designer

mid-thirties who

the

in her

is married and an adjunct faculty member

institution of sound repute.

She

is one of

a close family of seven children and spent much of her
childhood

living in a wide variety of places as her father

developed his career as a college professor.
Career success

is something for which she

She differentiated between the success she has
career,
on a

which she refers to as small success,

larger scale

is striving.
in her
and success

in which the achievements contribute to
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the enhancement of humankind or otherwise enrich the
of many
who

individuals.

is educated,

Her successful

Consequently,

her business successful,
successful,

individual is someone

is a public figure,

recognition as such.

lives

and has received
although she considers

she does not perceive herself as

nor does she feel successful;

and,

she does not

have a picture of when she will be able to say "I am
successful."
Striving for goals

is only a part of

life's experience

which leaves her with a sense of fulfillment.
factor

is financial

security,

i.e.,

to meet the necessities of mortgage,
loans,

Another

to earn enough money
car and business

and for the exciting things she can do with it such

as travel and decorating.
and time to generate her

Because she depends on her hands
income,

she experiences success as

a rather tentative state of being.
Also

important to her sense of success is her ability

to communicate effectively with people.
satisfaction

Client

is critical to her financial security and her

sense of success.

Important to clients feeling satisfied

is her ability to communicate with them effectively and
create the work they want.
important quality,

She believes that this

is an

and those who can not convey ideas

without compromising another's

integrity or otherwise

belittling another's knowledge

is not successful

work,

in their

regardless of their recognition because their

expertise

is of

limited use to others.
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When Val talked about feeling successful,
it as a sense of accomplishment;
fulfillsd,

she

she discussed

when she discussed feeling

incorporated the career dimension with a

personal sense of feeling whole and full.

Thus,

feeling

accomplished was only part of her sense of fulfillment.
Her feelings of success were
with people being an
played an

affected by several factors,

integral part of her experience.

They

important role in her definition of success

because of the many and diversified
she grew up

in what she considered an enriched

environment.
to strive;

individuals she met as

It has given her all that much more for which

however,

it may also have created a tendency for

minimizing her accomplishments.

People are very much a

part of her business and when they are satisfied with her
work,

she feels good about what she does.

when she
class,

labors to put a lecture together,

For example,
and

it is a good

she gets great joy and feels appreciated by them.

People also have an

influence on her feelings and

conception of success when they are

in positions to

validate her as a success and give recognition to her as a
business.
lending

Such is the case with the

institutions.

her requests for
days of

about herself

in

She finds that their reactions to

loans have,

her business,

"powers that be"

especially during the early

affected significantly how she felt

as a professional.
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Also very important to her feelings of fulfillment are
periods of growth in her
the context of

life,

times which she discussed in

leaps and bounds.

One such period was when

she was fired from a job and began her own business;
another was when she felt confident enough to apply for an
automobile

loan knowing that she could earn enough money in

her business to pay for

itl

The sense of on-going personal growth,
realizing her potential,
about her success.

or a sense of

is also important to how Val feels

She was once employed in the banking

industry and decided to pursue other

interests because her

need to feel a sense of personal growth was not being met.
Even though she had been challenged through new learnings,
the work itself did not

leave her with the feeling of

personal expansion.
For Val,
fulfillment,

success

is a part of the

and what she does

fulfillment as a person.
that there
life,

larger experience of

in her career adds to her

It is important to her,

is a balance between her career and personal

and she arranges her workday in such a way that

limits are put on the time she spends at work,
since

her office

is

in her home.

it

experience of being pleased with oneself.
sense of growth on a personal

especially

Fulfillment is the

feeling of being whole and complete and

use

though,

level,

is the personal
It

such as

includes the
learning to

her computer or freeing herself from social dictates

about

"being a good housewife."
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Val

has a great need to create,

something she enjoys,
dimensions.
when she

In

and creating is

be it in the career or personal

itself,

creating is fulfilling,

especially

is able to watch major projects evolve such as

designing a course she teaches or designed an addition to
her home.

It

is the feeling of personal enrichment,

feeling she gets from reading,
"messing in the garden";
full and happy,

a

working with her flowers and

it is when the birds she feeds are

when she has good conversation or hugs from

someone who means a lot to her;

it's making someone dear to

her feel good,

for that makes her feel good as well.

However,

There

is a void

sense of

incompleteness that she is coming to terms with at

this time.
not,

She would

in her sense of fulfillment,

a

like to have children and she can

and because being a mother has been very much of her

definition of success,
what success

she

is

is to her.

Career success

is not a priority to Val as long as she

can be financially stable and
happy.

in the process of redefining

There

is happy.

And,

she

is

is no one she would rather be.

Ross

Ross defined success
and discussed
achievements.

it

in terms of personal fulfillment

in the context of his career and

Success was a way of

living that governed

his attitudes and determined how he felt about himself.
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Important to this sense of personal fulfillment were his
relationships (family and friends) and his
accomplishments.
professional

He

is a self-employed real estate

in his mid-forties who is married and the

father of one adult child.

He perceives himself as

successful and feels similarly

These feelings have changed

over time from a sense of arrogance in his accomplishments
to the

larger sense of fulfillment about his life.

He did not measure success
material measures;

in terms of money or

it was something that "came from

inside...from the heart."

It was a personal experience and

important to having the feeling was knowing that he had
done the best he could do,

personally and professionally.

He believed strongly that

if he did so,

he did not need to

worry about financial security or satisfied clients;
financial success reinforced the belief.
defined success

Even though he

in terms of personal fulfillment,

discussed others"

success,

his

when he

he tended to do so by

referencing the more objective and socially defined
measures of

earning power and trappings of success,

ways others tend to define

the

it for themselves.

Being able to do well was not simply a matter of
accomplishing something;

it meant being competent and

feeling good about his choice of work,

a feeling that came

from knowing that what he did was what ha wanted to do,
"conscious choice,"

not his parents'
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or society's.

a

Making such a decision proved to be a turning point in
his

life;

today.
made,

it was critical to the quality of life he enjoys

It

left him feeling in control of his

things just "flew"

for him.

However,

life;

once

reaching the

point of making the decision almost cost him his marriage
and as well as his health.

For a period of thirteen years,

he worked for his wife's family's real estate and
construction business;

he held the position of vice

president and contributed significantly to the prosperity
the company enjoyed.

Frustration built as his values

clashed with that of an owner as to how services should be
provided;
became.

the more he felt unheard,
And,

the more frustrated he

he did not believe his commitment to the

company or his expertise were being respected.
of what he did,
criticism.

it was not good enough and

Regardless

it was met with

This too clashed with a basic belief of how to

manage people:

help them grow from their errors and

respect the commitment they make to the company.

His body

responded to the stress and he needed medical care:

he was

thirty five years old and was "heading over the wall"
his opinion.
and son,

So,

he

left the company and,

moved away for a year.

in

with his wife

They took the time to

mended their relationships and rebuilt their

lives.

returned to the community a "different man";

he decided

to

live his

life the way hSL wanted to

accordance with his values.
priorities;

and,

money

lost

live

it,

He

in

Family and health became his
its
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importance.

He

re-entered

his profession because that was the career ha wanted,

a

decision that was made with consciousness and awareness.
It was one of several decisions that put him in charge of
his

life.
Taking the risk of

leaving the family business and

confronting his definition of success was the "best thing
that ever happened"

to him.

He and his wife now own their

own business and have prospered well.

He can

work

according to his values and experience a direct
relationship between his commitment to the profession and
the profits.

Work is enjoyable.

He

is able to be creative

and make things happen through his commitment to positive
thinking;

and,

he

is able to make the decisions which are

important to his beliefs.

His feelings of success are also

contingent upon his faith in himself and his sense of
confidence

in his competence.

respects them,

He knows his

and he gives himself permission to grow

through his mistakes and risks.
environment

limitations and

He now controls the

in which he works and his ability to actualize

through his career.
The feeling of success he enjoys today differs from how
he felt

in his earlier employment as vice-president of the

company;

the arrogance he experienced then has been

replaced by the fuller feeling of fulfillment.

He feels

good about his accomplishments and how he has gone about
them;

he feels good about himself,

life.

This sense of fulfillment
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is

his relationships,

his

internally based and

irrespective of others'

opinions.

It was not until he took

charge of his

life that he was able to enjoy a sense of

fulfillment.

There were other changes as well.

He no

longer needed recognition of his achievements and the
amount of money he earned no
People are an
fulfillment
friends,

important part of his sense of

in success,

as family.

as clients,

as employees,

as

He feels successful when he helps

others meet their goals,
their

longer mattered.

when he has made a difference

in

lives by being part of a solution to a problem.

grows through relationships with others,
shares.

He

learning as he

He has a strong sense of obligation to his

community for what it continually gives to him,
gives back to

and he

it with time and donations.

Ross enjoys change and challenge,
sense of fulfillment

and

important to his

is knowing that there will be further

learnings as he continues to develop new interests,
personally and professionally.
this fullness that makes

His

life

is full,

and

it is

it feel so rich.

Rachel

"My definition of success
being responsible,
something."

is school and

life based...it s

being good to people and accomplishing

Rachel reflected on her experience with

success as she completed her undergraduate education,
acknowledging that she thinks about
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it frequently and that

she has done so since pubescence.

Achievements are

important to her concept of success,
competition.

and so

is

She attributes this tendency to think of

it

in comparative terms to her experiences as a child and the
community's focus on "over-achieving.

There was an

emphasis on success all through school...you know,

'What

college are you going to?'

even

in grammar school....I was

always compared to others,

measured against my peers.

I

was a small fish in a big pond and was very unhappy in
school because of

it."

Thinking about success was very much a part of her high
school experience,

especially "the contests,

the comparing of scores."
pleasure,
that she

And,

feelings of pride;

doing well gives her great

and

it

is

is proud of what she does.

being fit...and you must feel

the testing,

important to her

"It's a feeling of

it to be it....It s the

feeling of being capable... and feeling good about
yourself."
achieving,
pride,

For Rachel,

to be successful means not only

but feeling the achievements as well,

the good feelings about oneself.

equilibrium and at peace with others.

"It

the

is happy and

It's how happy you

are... happiness plus achievement equals success,
happiness

i.e.,

and

is contingent upon succeeding.

Success allows Rachel to structure her
as to be accountable for how she lives.
achieve as well as to
recent event

in her

life

in a way so

She strives to

live in harmony with others.

A

life gave her reason to consciously
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reassess her conceptions of success,

It'S funny.

to be very important... career success,

It used

and I think I used

to value achievements and careers for how they appeared to
other people,

like to impress them.

that since I've gotten engaged,

And,

uhm,

uhm,

I

think

that In much more

concerned about what is fun for ma...like studying
philosophy.

I Haul. to be successful now!

something different now.
and

impress others;

It means

I used to want to be reoognized

now,

I want to do what's important to

me
Re-thinking or questioning her definition of success
was an

important experience for her,

"freeing.

I

feel more whole,

be with someone.
what
I

I

is more meaningful to

impress others.

I'm impressing me now,

don't have to do as much to

that I

my life

I don't have to

want to do now.

one she described as

I can do

not others.

live a worthwhile

life now

am being married."

Rachel contemplated a good deal as we discussed over
coffee
her,

her experience with success.

The topic fascinated

and she commented on the complexities and perplexities

of the phenomenon for her.

"Semantics get in the way

here....You are successful by fulfilling your
fulfill

life by being successful."

committed

to doing both.
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And,

life...you

Rachel

is

Alan

When he considers his overall

life and the "distance-

traveled to reach the point at which he
thinks of himself as successful;
that way.

For Alan,

and,

is today,

basically,

Alan

is

he feels

success tends to be associated with

career achievements and with how responsibly he
life.

Alan

in his mid-thirties,

father of a young child and

lives his

is married and the

is a graduate of an Ivy League

business school.

He

is employed at the mid-management

level of a large,

international corporation,

a relatively

recent career change for him from a field of science.
expects to become
management,

"more successful,"

i.e.,

He

enter senior

and does not anticipate a change

in his

feelings of success with career advancement.
Alan

initially discussed his experience with success

within the context of his career;

later,

he differentiated

between career success and success on a more personal
level,

which is summed up

in one word:

responsibility.

order for Alan to consider himself successful,
be an accomplishment;

however,

not deem him successful.
and credibility

achievements,
etc.

It

e.g.,

is also

there must

accomplishments alone will

He must demonstrate competence

in his efforts,

respect of those people

In

and he must earn the

important to him at the time of his

teachers,

mentors,

senior management,

important to Alan that the accomplishment
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not be at the cost of his responsibilities to his fanily or
to his colleagues;

failing to be a responsible fanily

member or team player

invalidates whatever -success"

there

may be.
Underlying Alan s definition of success is a personal
philosophy that was

largely influenced by his parents and

the education practices of Catholic schools and Jesuit
colleges,

and by the Yankee work ethic.

As the only child

of Irish Catholic parents and a first generation college
graduate,
hard,
step.

his childhood experiences taught him to work

be the best he could be and always plan for the next
The work ethic taught him the rules by which to

'play the game."

He

lives by these principles and

evaluates his success and that of others'

success according

to them.
His definition of success has evolved with time.
school boy,
i.e.,

success meant doing what was expected of him,

completing his assignments,

doing them alone;
achievement

in high school,

in relation to others;

from business school,

well

his success

doing them well,

and

success was measured task
by the time he graduated

his experience with success

incorporated group achievements.
position,

As a

In his present career and

in the company is contingent upon how

he can motivate and

lead groups of

upon his effectiveness as a team player.
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individuals,

and

Overall,

Alan feels successful.

choices and accomplishments.
for

him to be number one

to feel successful,

Although it is not necessary

in his endeavors,

be reasonable and

work,

and,

intelligent

very importantly,

for his achievements.

However,

meeting these criteria

leave him feeling successful.

himself and what he

Basic to his

he must feel good about

is doing;

doing what he wants to do;

he must enjoy his work and be

and,

interesting and worthy of the
is

in how he does his

be respected and recognized

overall feelings of success,

It

in order for him

he must be and feel competent about his

work,

alone does not

He is proud of his

the work must be

investment he makes in

it.

important as well that he have a sense of control

over his work and the outcome.
the workplace

Another critical factor

is the organizational environment:

in

it must

be compatible with his values and offer him opportunities
to be creative,
personally,

to grow in his career as well as

and to "make things happen."

feels especially successful when

involved

For example,
in

problem-solving or bringing projects to conclusion,
areas of forte.

he

his

When the corporate climate does not afford

opportunites for him to use his strengths most
productively,

his potential

is not realized and his

feelings of success are not enhanced.
situation

Such was the

in a previous employ when economic and

organizational factors precluded his efforts from
materializing

into achievements;
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regardless of how hard he

worked,

his potential was oppressed by an environment which

offered no opportunities for career advancement or personal
growth.

Whereas,

his present work environment is more

unstructured and dynamic

in

him opportunities to move

its practices,

thus allowing

into positions where his

strengths and potential can be better realized.
Another
of success

important factor that

is his relationships with people.

have played an significant role
success he has;
criticism,

influences his feelings

in helping him attain the

through feedback,

he has

Relationships

guidance,

advice and

learned about himself and made changes

which he believes were critical to his success.
definition of success

is rooted

His

in respect for others and

lived through a set of ethics which includes a
responsibility to the

immediate environment."

manages his relationships
of

success he enjoys.

the game fairly,

i.e.,

is very important to the feelings

In the workplace,
not

it means playing

"cheating the system"

"playing politics at the expense of others."
fairness

How well he

and not

As a manager,

includes making sure each member of the team

benefits from the work in ways greater than the paycheck,
and

that the work is worthy of the efforts;

it also means

being supportive and responsive to his employees'
It

is equally

needs.

important to him that he be respected

in the

workplace for for how well he plays by the rules of the
game.
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In

his personal

life,

responsibility means finding a

way to balance his roles of husband and father with
career.

He feels driven by the business world,

"dues must be paid,"
to his family.
and,

he

where his

and he feels pulled by his commitment

Success to Alan means doing both well;

is coming to realize that compromising "is not

worth the push for the extra 10% in the paycheck."

Judith

"It keeps me alive,
it's

as a person,

it keeps me going;

like a burning or a yearning inside you,

a mental food

like nourishment for the mind,

and

there,

Success gives Judith's life

it's a motive

structure;

it

in

life."

it drives you.

is the food of her being.

sense of pride and excitement.
feeling good about herself.

It

It's

It gives her a

is what

leaves her

Judith is a single woman

in

her early twenties who recently completed her undergraduate
studies

in business;

she feels successful and considers

herself to be successful,

even though she has not yet found

the full time career she wants.
Judith defined success
happiness:
happy."

"reaching and achieving your goals and. being

The accomplishments were

experience with success,
success"

in terms of accomplishments and

but

important to her

it was the sense of

that validated success as such.

The

accomplishments were the measurable efforts,
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inner

the efforts

that have been

influenced by family,

friends,

Success was the academic achievements,
diploma,

the career;

and,

and society.

the undergraduate

her feelings of pride were

contingent upon knowing that she accomplished such
endeavors through her own efforts,

with determination and

hard work.
The

"inner success"

that confirmed her endeavors came

from knowing that she would not have accomplished without
others

in her

to her,

life,

others who were emotionally important

such as her family;

was hax. choice,

her goals,

have to feel

internally,

done

it

and,

that what she was doing

her definition of success.
feel happy

about it,

it for myself.... successful as 1 want to be,

successful as someone else wants me to be.
success.

Maybe that's what you can call

"I

that I've
not

That's fake

it.

Imitation

success."
The
meant

"real"

experience was essential for her,

living a success that was hers.

family,

nor her friends,

nor society.

inner struggle for happiness,
building up

not that of her
If not,

it became an

a "building and building and

inside... inner feelings coming out of the

unconscious mind...you know that song
face'

and that

because you're going to feel

'clowns with a happy

it....until you can't

take any more...fighting the feeling that that's really not
what vou want to do....you

(may)

reach a breaking

point. . .because a lot of people don't have the courage to
break through that because

it breaks the norm."
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It

is authenticity that matters to Judith in her

success,

and she questions as needed who "owns"

definition of success she

the

lives.

Martin

Important to Martin s experience with success are
achievements,

and he discussed them in terms of a series

of consistent and

incremental efforts that reflect a

pattern of growth over time.

They include failures as well

triumphs and provide a source of challenge and an
opportunity to use his creative potential;

they build his

confidence and reinforce his esteem.

Another important

factor

is people:

in his experience with success

no sense of success without the
lives,
makes

works and enjoys
life happen

are shared goals,
whether

it's

Martin

life.

individuals with whom he
Through relationships,

in a way he finds fulfilling.
and his commitment

in his marriage,

is married,

the father of adult children and the
He is 61

He discussed his experience with success within

him a sense of success.

life and that which

Martin's definition of

success has changed over the years,
experience

His goals

business or community work.

the context of the fullness of his
gives

he

is to teamwork,

fourth generation owner of his family's business.
years old.

there is

from a childhood

in which tangible results from his efforts were

important to the more encompassing experience of the
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M

success of the person,"

a success in which his lifestyle

and values were critical.

Success also feels differently

in adulthood:

it is greater than the sense of

accomplishment,

although it includes

of satisfaction,
more successful

it;

it is the feeling

the feeling of fulfillment.

Martin feels

in his adult years and considers his to be

a life of moderate success,"

one in which his sense of

fulfillment is realized through family,

community and

career commitments.
Success

in business is only part of the story,

but it

is fundamental to Martin's feelings of fulfillment.
enables him to enjoy the other areas of his life,

It's

and

a testimonial to his values and personal philosophy.
is evident
executive

Such

in his conviction that his effectiveness as an
is contingent upon his employees,

product which he believes anyone can have.
Martin

it's

is concerned,

critical factor to

not upon a good
As far as

the people are the company and the

it's future success.

in their human potential and

It is his belief

in the power of relationships

that underlies his commitment to a work environment that
fosters

individual and company pride and creates

opportunities for personal growth.
Martin's successful
person,
beyond

someone whose
the workplace;

by being

involved

individual

is an actualizing

interests and achievements extend
it

is the person who gives to others

in programs outside the company.

source of fulfillment for Martin
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A great

is his work with the Boy

Scouts,

a cause

in which he believes strongly.

President of his
leader.

As

local council he has been an effective

He organized people around shared goals and

facilitated critical changes
functioning.

in the organization's

This he was able to do through people.

work makes his

ideas happen.

Team

Without a team feeling,

there

would be no accomplishments.
Martin s ability to feel successful has a lot to do
with how good he feels about himself,
rooted

feelings which are

in his basic values and his childhood experiences

with achievements and recognition.

Although his family

instilled his positive sense of self and developed his
basic values,

they were reinforced through structured and

supervised group activities during his formative years.
Martin believes the diversified nature of activities such
as choir.

Red Cross swimming programs,

through the Y.M.C.A.

and those offered

and the Boys Scouts were significant

because they developed the values through which he
Another
him

lived.

important factor was the support his parents gave

in his endeavors and their excitement

in his efforts;

such recognition was significant to his sense of
belonging.

It gave meaning to what he did and

sense of pride

in his work.

He

instilled a

learned how to earn what he

wanted and to measure his success by how well he handled
his responsibilities.

Recognition was also

sense of competence and his belief
childhood and adulthood.
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important to his

in himself,

both in

Martin s childhood experiences also prepared him for
the difficult task of managing peer and social pressures in
such a way that he did not feel driven by them;

although

competition may have inspired him to achieve further,
became

less

it

influential as he gradually took on the

responsibilities of adult life and sat
so to speak,

in control of how he

in the driver's seat

lives his

life.

Martin values the opportunity he's been given to make a
difference

in the

lives of today's youths and proudly

displays a plaque of appreciation that he was given for his
contributions to the Boy Scouts Council.
pleased when he

He also is very

is asked to speak with business students

about his philosophy of organizational enhancement,

a

recognition as well as an opportunity to share with others.

Abigail

Success and happiness are closely related for Abby.
She feels successful,
successful,

however,

perceptions of
realized,

i.e.,

and she considers herself to be
neither her feelings nor her

herself as successful have yet to be fully
with the confidence of conviction.

That

may be because of one critical criterion she uses to judge
her own success as well as that of others':
with life,
Abby,

it

satisfaction

regardless of career or financial status.

is a conscious matter,

satisfaction

in areas of her

and she strives for greater

life.
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For

Abby ia

in her early thirties,

mother of a young child.

ia married and ia the

She earned a graduate degree in

business administration and has a career pattern of
incremental moves

in and out of companies in different

fields.

Presently,

she holds a mid-level management

position

in a large

institution,

the supervision of nineteen
A significant

having responsibility for

individuals.

influence on her conception of success

has been her family of origin.

Both of her parents worked,

and she always expected work to be part of her life.
mother has been a most
"an

influential role model;

interesting and evolving life"

of mind,

in

and enjoys great peace

in her many roles.

Success as a child was

individual achievements;

in adulthood,

became a more encompassing experience and
relationships with others.
often

lives

something Abby attributes to the satisfaction she

experiences
based

she

Her

interdependent

For example,

in nature,

relationships have became

success

incorporated
achievements are

and meaningful

important to her sense of

success.
Also

important to her feeling of success was her

ability to maintain a "balance"

between her professional

work and her personal relationships,
upon

her ability to effectively relate to her family,

friends,
she

a balance contingent

and the people with whom she works.

takes much pride

only because

it

her

For example,

in the completion of her M.B.A.,

not

is a tangible hallmark of accomplishment.
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but because she was able to excel academically.

advance her

career plans and be happy in her marriage at the same time.
Her need to maintain such a relationship between the
dimensions of work and family is motivated by a strong need
to feel fulfilled;

it

is the driving force of her

life,

stronger than her need for career status and stronger than
her need for financial success.

She

lived her priorities

when she chose to marry shortly after undergraduate school,
a time when her peers were subscribing to a single
the

"superwoman”

life and

ethic with unprecedented determination to

blaze unknown trails

in corporate America.

also was the underlying reason she

Fulfillment

left a promising career

in the hub of her field to relocate to a part of the
country where both she and her husband enjoyed

living and

had comparable opportunities.
Important to her feelings of fulfillment are
opportunities

in which she can be creative and feel her

potential being realized.
"stretching experiences"

She referred to these as
because they challenged her

such a way that she grew significantly from them.
her experience when she
accept another

left a career

in one

management,

where she

Such was

industry to

in a technological environment;

her experience with the present career move

in

it was also

into

is expected to develop a creative and

motivating atmosphere while managing previously unsatisfied
employees.

In both career moves,
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she was able to build on

her work experience,

do what she wanted to do and enhance

her sense of competency as she developed new skills.

The

stretching left her feeling affirmed and empowered.
These experiences were not
its challenges;

they happened

limited to her career and
in her personal

well.

When Abby had reached a point

she no

longer needed to

invest

credibility in the company,
of the growth"
of

her

life,

life as

in her career where

in establishing her

she was able to "trade-off some

in the work place for growth in other areas

namely in having a family.

growth she described

in her personal

The experiences of

life,

though,

were not

necessarily accompanied by feelings of accomplishment.
Rather,

she spoke of feelings of fulfillment,

feelings were based

and these

in relationships and occurred when she

emotionally connected with others.

For example,

she feels

fulfilled when she sees her husband and child playing
together,
support,

or when she
or when,

each other.

is able to give her husband emotional

as a family,

they discuss their days with

She also experienced a sense of fulfillment in

her relationships with employees.
career move
challenge

into mid-management,

In her more recent
her greatest sense of

is also the basis for her greatest sense of

satisfaction:

seeing people she trained or worked to

develop progress

in their career goals.

from knowing that she makes a difference

The feeling comes
in their

lives.

It also comes from knowing that she makes a contribution,
whether

it be to the company or to her family,
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such as when

she sees that she can make change occur.

She feels

similarly when she volunteers her time and expertise as a
career counselor to her alma mater;
interesting and challenging,
make changes

in their

besides being

she was able to help others

lives.

Just as these sources of fulfillment were discussed
within the context of relationships,

so,

too,

were ways in

which she could enhance her feelings of success.
example,
and

she wants to give more of herself to her community

take a more active role

development;

in contributing to its

in the most personal sphere,

a better partner
in

For

she strives to be

in marriage by learning to give and take

more accommodating ways;

and,

she wants to increase her

personal contact with others by developing career contacts
and new and more fulfilling friendships.
is a conscious experience,
dimensions of her

and

For Abby,

success

it encompasses all the

life.

The data for this study was provided by the personal
accounts of these twenty individuals,
"successful"
experiences.

people who are

and were willing and able to talk about their
In the following chapter,

the researcher

synthesizes their experiences to give substance to a theory
for understanding the phenomenology of fulfillment
success.
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in

CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION

The task of the researcher

in a study of this type

includes developing a framework within which to understand
the experiences of the subjects.

In this chapter,

the

researcher discusses the commonalities among the subjects,
with a recognition of the differences and
in

their experiences.

Several themes emerged from the

interviews and are considered

in detail.

identified by this researcher as:
major

influences on definitions;

living;

individualities

They are

(a) defining success;
(c)

importance in daily

(d) complexities of the phenomenon;

dimension;

(f)

sources of feelings;

enable fulfillment

(b)

and,

(e) subjective

(g)

factors which

in success.

The researcher chose to include excerpts from
interviews as a significant part of the text.
made to

include the transcripts verbatim,

Efforts were

with minimal

editing and restricted to assisting in the flow of the
discussion.

This technique of data presentation provides

greater access to the personal experiences,

while

augmenting and substantiating the researcher's conclusions.
Because of the
topic,

integration of the varied aspects of the

the reader will find part of a quotation used to

illustrate more than one theme.
opinion,

including the quote

essential to the

in

In the researcher s
its

larger context

integrity of this exposition.
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is

American Amhiyalfinnp

A paradox in the American culture

is that relatively

few individuals approve exclusively of the material
definition of success,
nearly all else,

yet many seek,

to the exclusion of

that which they deplore.

Huber (1971)

believed that this paradox reflected a hierarchy in values
which approved of material success,
bonum of
money;
person,

life.

but not as the summum

The highest good could not be measured in

it could only be expressed as the success of the
the success d'estime,

According to Huber,

the "true success."

the fact that American culture

recognizes two distinct successes
ambivalence Americans feel about
questioned whether

is an expression of the
life's goals.

Huber even

"you psychologically could survive

in a

society driven forward by such anxiety producing values
without the comforting security of ambivalent attitudes.
life with illusions may be
illusions

is unbearable"

intolerable but a life without

(Huber,

1971,

p.

449).

The theme of a dual definition of success with related
ambivalence was evident

in all of the

recent college graduates expressed

interviews.

Two

it this way.

Well, my idea of success would be to have a good
paying job with plenty of room for upward
mobility... oh, yea, besides having a good job,
having family and stuff like that.
...religion and family sort of go first, and, then
work from there.
At this point what I am trying
to do is get my career established.
Then, once
that's established, I'll have a family.
And, if I
get a career and a family, that's successful.
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A

And,

here,

Alan described what it was

like for him as he

attempted to clarify his ideas about success.
r

Success is 'Are you good at what you do?
Are you
respected by people who mean something to you? Are
you able to take care of your immediate
environment?
I think you have to look at what
the guy had gone through to get there.
If he's
had three divorces and had to alienate all his
family, is he successful?
Yea, he's successful in
one context because he's done what he feels is
very successful. Yea, that person is perfectly
successful, but in this day and age you got a
home, you got a family and the issue is are you
able to do both?

Besides ambivalence,

the subjects'

reflected the very personal and
definition of success.

discussions

idiosyncratic nature of the

Often times,

statements were

prefaced with such acknowledgments.

It depends on what you see yourself doing, what
vou have on your mind, how you're going to go
about it, not how someone else will go about it.
She is successful in her eyes, but that to me is
not successful.
I'm higher goal oriented.
I want
to
get further educated, a really good job.
Well, I do feel everybody has to define it for
themselves, but I also have the feeling that my
definition is different than others.
This is more
a function of my particular circumstances of life.
If I heard somebody telling you what I just told
you, I would think, 'well, that's ridiculous.'
My
definition of success is like much more stringent
or ambitious than anybody should have, unique to
me.
I mean I wouldn't be surprised if other
people had it, but I'm not advocating it for
general use because it's sort of neurotic, it's
too driven.
It would be better if you could just
have a less goal oriented attitude or less
ambition or whatever.
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When the subjects discussed success,

they tended to

evaluate it by both social and personal standards.
Although the terminology varied,

social success tended to

be measureable,

in outward,

and

it was based

objective

experiences that reflected the culture and was affirmed by
it.

As Rebecca observed,

"Our society is much more goal

oriented toward what makes good reading or People magazine
indications of success."
the bases of

lives

in some

else depended.

This

experienced

so,

it;

Social measures of success were
instances,

is how Robert,
too,

did Martin,

that on which all

a young business person
an older counterpart.

My goals, well, I definitely want to work with
accounting and after that, well, making good
money, having a stable life I definitely want to
settle down with a nice house and the white picket
fence and family and everything, and I know that
you have to have a good job and money.
Business is the fundamental... the support for
everything else for me.
I need a foundation from
which to work solid foundation.
The business is
challenging and in a constant state of flux and
it's a wonderful opportunity for one to try out
one's creative ideas.

Whether assessed
or power

it was an

experiences.

in terms of financial worth,

important part of most individuals'

However,

merely attaining the cultural

hallmarks did not render

it success.

Important to social

measures of success was the quality of effort.
the salary,

prestige,

crudentials or fame,

the success had to result

from personal striving and determination,
was not validated.
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Whatever

else

its status

These young girls have gone beyond four years
most of them have their Masters, so six years!
I
think that women in our society now that have
achieved or people with master's degrees are very
successful because it's been a lot of
determination.
It's many years out of your life
to put into study, many years, much strength
I
mean I came from the farmland and girls were kept
down on the farms, they didn't go to college or
anything.
I think it's goals, the goals that we set.
It
depends on your goals;
people have different
goals and they're the same for everyone as far as
being determined and hard working and trying to
accomplish goals.
Everyone has to do that.
Success isn't just one thing.
It's more of an
ongoing series of accomplishments.
How do you
know that you're a success unless you fail at
something.
You've got to fail to have a balance
and understanding.

But,

what

if one's financial success was not through

one's own efforts?
such as through an

What

if there was a financial windfall,

inheritance or

lottery win,

disallow one to be considered successful?
Another quality that was

would that

Not necessarily.

important to defining success was

that of personal responsibility.

How answerable one was,

for that which was theirs to manage or otherwise account
for,

was an essential part of the definitions of success.

This was expressed

in various ways,

responsibility to oneself,
whose

including

to one's family and to those

lives were directly affected by one s decisions and

behaviors.

The

issue of social responsibility was also

raised within this context.

For a number of participants,
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the political/professional prestige,

the wealth or the

applause had to be socially worthy.

This would not only

render, it successful,

but fcr some,

the magnitude of the success

it was a difference in

itself.

1
t0 run for city c°uncil or something
like that, I would feel like that was success.
I
suppose my perception of success is awfully
clouded by the fact people I feel successful are
people in the public eye.
The first thing I would
put in a biographical sketch is 'well educated'
and that somebody has done something worthwhile,
and well, and was recognized for it.
I'm a
lecturer the University which I'm proud of.
I
think that is a feather in my cap.
I'm running a
good, successful business and
that's successful.
But it's not successful on a large scope, it's
just successful on a small scale.

As the scope of
the
of

influence grew,

so did the responsibility

individual was perceived as having.

Suzanne conceived

it this way.

It's not successful to gain for self-interest,
whether it's monetary or acolades whatever, it
must benefit more that just you.
There's a
selflessness about it.
Mother Theresa, she's
successful.
Poor as a church mouse, but
successful.
And she knows what she's doing, not
like other individuals who are in positions to
make decisions of power and responsibilities and
obligations.
I consider Wilma Rudolph successful
to have overcome her paralysis and be able to do
what she accomplished as a runner, to defy what
doctors and friends and family said as far as what
would be possible.
Helen Keller, a capital "S"!
If you're
leaving a message for other people,
even if it's not what you intended, but because of
what you were able to do with yourself, it's a
capital "S," real social and moral power.
The
visibility allowed others to see what's possible.
What I do, in a small way may help other teachers
or help parents, on a more subdued, much less of
an impacting basis.
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And,

for some,

others,

the greater the scope of responsibility to

the more prestige the success had.

I guess big success would be some kind of
international reputation in your field.
I would
say now that's a successful person.
I don't mean
that to take away from my feeling that I have
success with a small "s".
Or maybe even middle
sized "s", you know.... there's all degrees of
success and I feel, as though I m probably more
successful than most people.
But, if somebody
offered me advisor to the next president about
mental health, that would make me feel more
successful.
If I was sort of in some kind of a
high level policy thing where my name was in the
paper every once in a while, I consider that big
success.

For all,

success was more than striving to attain

socially affirmed goals and accomplishments.
personal or "inner"

dimension,

It included a

the expression and

importance of which varied among respondents.
unlike the cultural dimension of success,

inner success was

a subjective experience and not measurable,
concerned
to the

However,

and

it

itself with that which was personally meaningful

individual.

Success is a difficult word to define, and it is
very difficult for me because I really don't feel
that I'm successful as others see me.
The success
of things, that really is not success.
Getting a
project together, doing it, getting it over with,
anyone can do that who applies himself.
That s
really where I look at it and say, 'well, I m the
same as anyone else,' but, obviously from a
financial aspect, I'm not.
I just express it
(inner success) as everyday living and the joy of
getting up and doing a job I've been at 35 years.
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I don t have a real clear answer on success
me by^hat they"^0 ?®£ine "ySelf and
around
they do.
I m not very experientially
oriented, or spiritually oriented and I think more
toward a business application.
I do see television
interviews with various people, they're sort of
elder, accomplished business people, or retiring
sporis figures, retiring at age forty or sowing,
alln°st uniformly say ‘I just want to be a
go°d.
man >
or a good husband or a good father
and they talk about that as the only criteria for
success.
But, I think it's a little limited.
It
seems to me to be true that you never look back on
your life and think about your business
accomplishments as being your most meaningful
things.
Obviously, your relationships with people
r© 1 ationships with family members are very, very
important but our society is so obsessed with
outward measures of success, constantly, every
magazine, every television show is based on people
who are successful or people who want to be
successful,
and it's pretty easy to lose sight of
the other stuff, which I don't want to do.
It's
very difficult to separate those two.

When

it was the personal dimension being considered,

was discussed as a philosophy or way of
success of the

It was the

individual as a human being--the qualities,

attributes and values that the person
wholeness of the
concerned

living.

it

lived.

individual that was at

how responsibly the

individual

It was the

issue and

it

lived.

It's a whole person, not just part of one person, how
they are as a human being, because all of this is me,
that's this person--the mother, the wife, the career,
that's this person.
Yes, I feel successful as a
person, I really do.
I'm much more likely to ask them, 'well, what do you do
in your spare time?
What things do you do besides work
for Digital or Wang or whatever.
Are you on the
conservation commission?
Are you on the school
committee?'
Working as a volunteer to make something
happen that L believe in makes all the sense in the
world. You don't talk, you do it.
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I think people have to be involved in some
programs outside work; business itself icn'f

Another
to be

important factor that was discussed was the ability

involved with others.

It was through the subjects'

relationships with those who were meaningful to them that
they tended to judge their success in

living.

It s all part of being successful.
No man is an
island, you don't stand by yourself.
If you can,
I don t know.
People have to have a funny mind to
be like that.
I couldn't do it.
I enjoy people.
Success now is being an individual who can
contribute but still live a very satisfying life.
And when I say satisfying, I'm talking about the
internal, the relationship end.
Not just a
monetary end, or title end, not a visibility end.
I'm successful in the sense my life is pretty much
where I want it to be and is a happy life.
I have
friends and I have family and I make efforts to
make those kind of connections.
I think this is
what it is.
I have commitments from the heart and
from the gut, and I do them without thinking that
they're anything.
When I make a commitment to do
something, and I want to do it, I'm there; there's
a sense of continuity in what I believe.

But,

this was only part of the story.

one criterion that validated success
factor that
successful

let the
in

There was only

in this dimension,

individual know whether they were

living,

and that factor was happiness.

the subjects discussed aspects of the two dimensions,
hierarchy in values became apparent;
of

one

for many,

happiness was realized upon reflection.
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As
a

the primacy

So, what is suooess?
Suooess, I think, is first
being happy, in your work, happy in your life.
So that, I guess, making that much money is my
definition of success (long pause),
Being happy
too—in other aspects of life.
Be happy with yourself, where ever you could put
that in.
I would probably put that first, number
one... then family and relations and that's tied
into religion, and then from there, I'd probably
say business or vocation.
If you feel happy with yourself, and you are
accomplishing something, helping somebody, then
that s a success.
And, that's personal success.
It might not be society's success if they feel
happy with it, that's successful.
I guess I have worked with enough people who
attained success without the reward of
satisfaction or happiness, and I have a lot of
skepticism about that.

Happiness was not only considered the sine quo non of
"inner success,"

it was what validated objective/social

measures of success as well.
success was meaningless.

Without happiness,

social

Randy shares with us the

implications of this factor

in her

life.

I think that my whole path through school to the
job is one of pretty much a success orientation.
I have always excelled in school, and I went to
the best schools, put myself through and worked
hard to do that, and I landed a good job.
I have
excelled faster than other people, I probably make
more money than most people my age, and I have
some of the trappings of success.
But, that's not
what L consider success.
To me, success is
something that I'm still trying to achieve...a
personal thing.
Having a family is my predominant
definition of success and... that takes priority
over every other thing.
What I value more is
personal success.
I work hard at my job, but it's
a job, it's not that important, I don't define
myself by it.
It's not something that gives me
pleasure.
It is a means to an end and the end is
a fuller life, with people important to me.
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Of course,

it remains to be seen whether the meaning

she gives to her financial and career success will change
once her personal sense of success
Regardless,

is realized.

being happy was what mattered,

and she was not

happy with the definition of success she had been
All the respondents
success

incorporated "inner"

living.

or personal

into their definitions of the experience.

cultural

However,

indicators of success were not part of everyone's

experience.

Like Randy,

meaning of cultural
living

life

who he

is,

Victor put

indicators.

successfully,

little value on the

Success for Victor was

and he

is.

He

is at peace with

what he does and how he relates to others.

***

In summation,

the subjects tended to define success

idiosyncratically and discuss
social,

objective dimension

indicators as prestige,
and the
based

inner,

it

in two dimensions:

in which such cultural

wealth and power were

important;

subjective dimension dimension which was

in that which was personally meaningful.

struggles to clarify these two dimensions
each other were evident,
and

the

responsibility

as was the

The

in relation to

importance of effort

in the objective dimension and

relationships and happiness

in
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"inner success."

Childhood Tirr

The duality of the definition of success

in this

culture

(Huber,

1971) prompts the obvious question:

does

happen?

How does the ambivalence develop?

it

subjects provided rich data in this area,
and
In

How
The

speaking often

indepth about the geneses of their notions of success.
this section of the report,

sources of

the reseacher explores these

influence and the patterns that became apparent

as the subjects reflected on how they came to the
definitions they live by.
Several sources of
subjects,

influence were discussed by the

and the messages that they received from them

were not necessarily consistent.

Some encouraged objective

measures of success and others reinforced the success of
the person,
areas of

inner success.

However,

there were two general

influence that were most frequently discussed:

society and

the family.

And,

when they recalled the roots

to the success they live today,

it was their childhoods

that they reflected upon.
Regardless of how the subjects defined success,
multiple sources of
subjects.

Some of the respondents were able to

differentiate
that

influence were discussed by all of the

the effects among the

influences;

for others,

task was not so easy.

Maybe through school, parents, growing up, family
life; someone didn't come to me and say 'this is
what success is and that's how you're going to be
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successful.
You just learn it over a period of
time, it molds with you as you mold wi th the whole
society.
It sets Ilqh you're going to succeed.

All all
social

the participants reported similar effects from
influences:

success,

they reinforced objective measures of

the measures upon which the workplace thrives.

This was the success that the media reinforced;

it was the

success that the school systems advocated (except for
Dinah).

Interestingly,

it was the younger group of

participants who discussed this
intensity and duration,
embarkment on

influence with greater

perhaps because of their recent

their careers.

It's a combination of family, religion, always a
factor here, and society.
Societv--a major
pressure I think on everybody.
This society tends
to base how successful you are on what you drive
and how you dress and how much money you make.

Whether experienced
career prestige,
these subjects
competitive,

in terms of monetary worth or

the persistent and unfailing messages that

"heard"

from the culture

not cooperative,

it was the message that they
money,

other."

relations with others.

And,

internalized as they pursued

career power and social prestige.

alumna noted,

inferred

As one young

"my definition compares people to each

Several other recent alumni shared similarly.

I have seen different people around who I consider
successful. I define success by what they've done.
It's usually co-workers, peers, people the same
age.
You feel like you are always trying to keep
up with what they have.
New car?
Money?
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Another aspect of social

influence that was frequently

discussed was that of prevailing cultural attitudes about
success.

This was usually discussed

in gender-related

contexts and focussed on the effects of the biases
daily
raised

lives.
the

It was the women,

issue as such.

in their

more so than the men,

Here,

who

Rebecca shares the

strengths and drawbacks of the conflicting messages she
received about women and success.

I never really was raised to expect that I could
be a career woman and have a long working life at
all.
My mother has never worked, never, ever.
She did a little bit of volunteer work.
Her
energies have always been 110% directed toward the
family and to her children.
So, I never had role
models of women who were successful in the sort of
business person sense of the term.
Growing up I
only knew other families where the father worked
and the mother made sandwiches.
I never knew of
of anyone whose mother worked.
I knew of the
school nurse, the librarian or some servicing
oriented traditional woman.
And, I remember very
clearly being taught to assume it was because they
had to work. Never, ever, any notion that women
worked in a way to find that it would ever be
fulfilling or something women would elect to do.
Women had an interest, but never a job.
It's not
that I was brought up with any expectation that
I'd have to work.
It's a very sort of upper
middle class or middle class kind of assumption
until ten years ago.
I just always assumed and I
was brought up to assume that I'd be fairly
successful but there was never, ever, ever
anything or anyone who said to me 'okay, prepare
for the future, you've got to earn your living and
hopefully be satisfied with what you're doing.'
So, it's made for a fairly haphazard and very,
very interest-oriented career path.
My family
always expected me to do pretty well in school,
and in all my work experiences since then, the
operating assumption is that I'll do it, and of
course it will work out just as I said.
Sounds
really dictatorial.
I think it's more naive than
dictatorial... I don't know.
I remember being very
young and thinking that I would like to work.
And
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most likely that took the form of writing or
something creative because that seemed at least
fa!rly accessibie.
Although I wasn't conscious of
obstacles of being female, after the women's
movement came along I realized that it had to be
in response to something so maybe there was some
sexism there.
So, I think because the logical
extension is from school and doing well in school
to doing something in the world, there was never
-the pressure on me to choose a career and make a
long term investment or be a professional in the
way most men would have grown up.

And,

it was just these effects that the men

tended to discuss.

However,

in the study,

unlike the women,

identify them as such,

but,

integral part of their

ideas of success (all,

Victor).

is.

discussed them as an
that is,

but

The message they all were given by the culture

was very clear:
that

rather,

they did not

achieve!

climb!

earn!

In measurable ways,

These messages were given early in

life and were

very much a part of all the men's childhood memories.

I'm sort of typical of 80% of the Irish Catholic
kids in Boston, first generation to go to
college.
Strong motivation--went to a parochial
school, went to high school, to a commuter college
and there was nothing given, nothing expected and
the objective was to work as hard as you could to
get to the next step.
There was no question about
being given anything.
I was an only child.
You
got a great deal of pushing that that's what's
expected.
You reacted different ways for
different people, but that was sort of what was
expected.
Well, I think that the culture in this country has
a definite set of rules.
I think that when you
start off in grade school.
I think right there
they start drilling into your head that you have
to do well in school and have to succeed, have to
make sure that you get the good grades, have to
make sure you go home and show your parents.
You
start school, you do well, you advance, and once
you finish high school you go directly to
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Stalled "?U H°° ^ 6Ven think ab°Ut Soing out and
so called
finding yourself."
Go through college
you get a good job, you make some money, you
settle clown, you have your job lined up and your
road17 Ed th6 same. tlme and you're going down the
road, and uhm,
make sure you enjoy both of them!'

All

the subjects discussed the

families played
with success.
carrier of

in shaping their concepts and experiences
Sometimes

it was the family who also was the

the culture s dictates about success.

Interestingly,

it was the older subjects

referred more frequently and
effects of
today.

important role their

in the study who

in greater detail to the

their early family life on the success they live

In this excerpt,

Joseph recalls childhood

influences and their effects on his

life

in adulthood.

My maternal grandfather had been heavily in the
stock market, had a stroke and was out of it
shortly before the "crash" and just about lost a
phenomenal fortune.
But, as a little boy, and I'm
talking when I was real young, three to four years
old, he always said he was going to buy me a
bank.
Some of it (definition) emanated from the
talks that we had. Also, my uncle was a business
attorney, and when I was in high school I would
help out, going and collecting from bankruptcy
clients and different things like that....And,I
was brought up that the man as the provider must
take care of both the wife and the children.
You
weren't quite sure as to what your
responsibilities were going to be and the biggest
worry was 'were you adequate to take care of
them?'
And that created sort of a compulsion in a
sense.
I guess it turned me into a workaholic, a
perfectionist, which I attribute to the fact that
I became acceptable and got love only when I
produced.
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Unlike the messages that social influences emanated,
which encouraged and reinforced objective measures of
success,

the messages from the family tended to vary.

Regardless of the message or its consistency with that of
the culture,

the effects of the family's ideas about

success were very powerful factors
individuals
choice of

lived.

Sometimes the the messages defined the

life's work for the child;

message was "to do better"
of these

in the success these

instances,

other times the

than the parents did.

In both

it was the objective dimension of

success that was encouraged.

My parents have been very supportive of me and
what I want to do.
They have guided me....My
grandparents came from Europe, the Ellis Island
crew, and they struggled, they really struggled to
make a life, a happy life for their children.
My
parents didn't have everything that they wanted in
their childhood,
and they just want a better life
for their children and I will probably want a
better one for mine and that's probably where the
money part comes in...a bigger house, better
vacations, you know, more material things.

Family members supported,
brood.

They encouraged definitions of success that they

thought would
imposed
hoped

guided and cheered for their

"work,"

in the name of

definitions which they lived and
love.

the child would adopt.

excerpt,

It was the idea that they
And,

Janice discusses how she

many did.

In this

internalized a concept of

success that her parents valued and her school reinforced.
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are
are

u’i, rpl f whatever cultural factors there
it is related to my childhood and standards

Mv Lfhre

ln Particular my parents.
5iniSu!
Slxth grade, my father finished
eighth grade.
When I was a child I remember
particularly from my father being expected to have
just about perfect grades, expected to do well in
school.
I don t think my parents were
particularly dissatisfied with their lot in life
but they had low paying, unskilled jobs.
But my
parents somehow had this idea that you had to work
hard and you had to do well in school, because
that s the kind of people they were.
They were
hard working, steady kind of people.
Another
vivid thing I remember that pains me as an adult,
and I don't remember thinking about it as a child
was that I went to a parochial grammar school,
which was very strict and everything was totally
organized and totally graded and your every move
was graded.
This particular time I brought home
my report card and my average was 97.5 and that
was, I think, one of my lowest averages I ever got
in my whole grammar school.
Which is ridiculous,
because how can somebody be 97.5, anyway?
But
everything was tests, and objective scoring, and I
gave my father the report card, and he said 'Was
this the highest grade in the class?' and, I said
'no.'
And he just handed it back to me, he didn't
yell at me, he didn't say try harder.
Years later
I thought, 'what a bastard he was, he should have
congratulated me.'
He used to be very strict and
rigid, but he mellowed as he got older, yet he
still was very physically undemonstrative.
In
later years he would kiss you hello or kiss you
goodby, but he was still a little remote.
And, I
remember very distinctly the last time I saw him
alive.
He hugged (me) which was unusual for him.
He hugged (me), like a big hug, and said, 'I'm
proud of you,' and it cracked me up.
I cried all
the way to the airport because I realized that, in
my whole life, he never said that.

Like Janice's family,

Dinah's parents also reinforced that

which the school valued and doing so to the exclusion of
the other dimension of success.
it was the personal dimension,
that was stressed.

However,

not the objective dimension

In this excerpt,

such a focus affected

in Dinah s case,

Dinah tells us how

the concept of success she

175

lived.

The schools I went to were very idealistic.
Thev
never talked about money.
They're all mostly
Quakers and there seemed to be no respect for
money.
They were all very idealistic and they
were going to go into social work, which a lot of
them did.
They traveled the world.
My parents
were interested in those things, too.
So, I
think it did affect me.
I've discussed it with
my girlfriend, who grew up with me.
She said she
never thought to save money, either.
She always
thought that money was sort of a dirty thing.
It
was considered bourgeois as we were growing up.
We were supposed to be the idealists that would
help the world and be pacifists and help to raise
the poor people from their situation.
We really
were raised to revere culture and 'do gooder'
type things.
I think that a lot of the people
who came to lecture at the school and gave us
exposure to other ideas were people who had
traveled to Africa and India and were setting up
health benefits for impoverished races.
It was
that whole atmosphere of people with a tremendous
social conscience.... I'm sure a lot of them made
plenty of money since, but that was never
considered a goal.
A goal was to be creative and
to help the world.
And those things my parents
actually encouraged and the school encouraged.

And,

impact

it

had.

She earned over one million dollars

with her creative talents with a
developed and produced
her

fortune as well.

line of products she

in her own business.

But.

she

lost

She explains:

At the height of our success in 1980 and 1981 I
had taken on six employees.
When the business
slackened during the 1982 recession and the demand
for our products fell dramatically, I felt an
obligation to continue paying all the salaries and
office rent until I was broke.
I was not at all
protective of the profits I had made during our
so-called successful years.
I just couldn't fire
anyone and hoped they would leave, seeing that I
was going broke.
Had I been a little greedy I
might have put aside some savings!
I really
invested nothing in my future.
The big difference
between my business at that time and Titanic was
that they had an orchestra!
So, I think that was
leftover from 'you have to be idealistic and
can't think about money' fostered by the school.
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Certainly not all families advocated one dimension of
success to the exclusion of the other.
Abby,

share how their

mothers
lives,

Here Ruth,

then

lives have been affected by their

lives and their commitments to

living fulfilled

lives which their families modelled and encouraged

for them.

It's not something that I have to do.
It's a want
inside of me, and I think that’s because of my
mother's and grandmothers' and my ethnic
background.
It's something that has been passed
down, that we get our greatest joy seeing children
blossom.
My mother and grandmothers all had their
businesses in their homes or backyards.
One
grandmother had
a shed in the backyard; the other
did beadwork in her room where she did her
sewing.
And, that's how you can do it.
I'm not
leaving the premises, I'm not going downtown
somewhere.
I'm here so I can pick up the phone,
or for a kid to come in the back door.
I think
its important that you're available.
I feel good
that I can combine everything.
If I couldn't then
I'd feel like I
was shortchanging the girls, then
I don't think I would be successful.
I come from a household of parents who always
worked, and I probably was directed more at work
activities than other activities.
My mother had
worked and has accomplished a healthy balance of
work-related and non work-related activites in the
family.
As a lifestyle, that had appealed to me.
She's been able to lead a very interesting life,
evolving life.
She's an interesting person.
She's an interesting member of the family, the
community, and has come to greater peace of mind.
I guess I never questioned that I could achieve
the same kind of peace in multiple dimensions of
my life.

The data suggests that the parental messages and
expectations were critical to the child's
success.
parents'

ideas about

This was even so for those who did not
definitions of success,
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live their

such as Victor and Scott.

Both are accomplished men

in their

late fifties who chose

very different roads to reach the same goal:
living.

They have something else

rejected their parents'

peace

in

in common as well.

They

messages and developed definitions

of success which seemed to be the antitheses of what their
parents espoused.

In this excerpt,

Scott discusses the

effects of the relationship with his father.

From a success standpoint, I think it had a
positive effect.
I knew I had to get going and do
things that he did, but differently. because he
was not, in my eyes, a success.
And, he still is
not.
I think he threw everything that he had
away, which I think is very despicable because he
had so much, and he gave nothing to anybody.
His
talent is absolutely remarkable, and he has a
charisma that is just incredible.
But, he's not
real, so I think I decided to be real.
I never
remember my father smiling.
He was just a
breadwinner, in and out of the house, that was
it.
The interplay with children was not there. He
didn't want it and never had it.
I think some of
that rubbed off on me, a responsibility of doing
better than he did. I think I emulated my father
through his life, really in a lot of ways...we
went selling pots and pans from house to house.
When he worked in the bakery I was in the truck
helping him to load the bread and all that kind of
stuff.
I was just a kid.
But he only made enough
money to support the family and what he needed.
When I worked with him with the five offices and
thirty odd brokers, we made big money.
But he
didn't keep it, he had no ability to do anything
with it, he just threw it away. I applied myself
in the exact opposite ways, and I found managing
my life and my business had far greater emotional
feelings for me from a successful standpoint.
The
feeling of good rather than what he generated.
If
I die tomorrow he wouldn't come to my funeral.
He's never sent me a birthday card, never sent my
kids a birthday (card).
He wouldn t recognize my
children.
That's the kind of person he is....
he's a strange person.
I probably don t like
him.
I don't hate him though.
It s a real weird
relationship.
I guess it really is a love-hate
relationship, very strong, when anything happens
to him, I'm there.
It's weird.
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It was those
interacted

individuals with whom they closely

that significantly influenced the subjects'

concepts of success.
were consistent;
was

for sure:

Sometimes the messages they received

other times they were not.

they were all

daily

lives.

one thing

influenced by childhood forces

over which they had no control.
effects today,

But,

And,

they lived with these

effects which are very much a part of their
Suzanne shared:

Well, I know my piano teacher (influenced me).
Her style was allowing people to be, and not
putting a label on it and actually trusting an
individual s ability.
I never, ever, doubted when
I was with her because I knew that we'd work it
out, and that there was somebody there to teach me
some skills, but also wasn't going to let me fall
flat on my face.
She had made an emotional
connection with me, and me with her.
I think
that's one of the things that I try to do in my
work...in dealing with either staff or parents or
kids.
It also says something about how I handle
challenges.
I have to see them as possible.
I am
never, never, never going to do some skydiving.
I
know that!

***

The many
often

influences that affected the subjects were

inconsistent

in their messages about success,

creating a dual definition and associated ambivalences.
Definitions were rooted
families and social

in childhood and most

factors,

the

latter of which tended to

encourage objective measures of success.
as

role models,

advisors and supporters,

success they believed would

"work'

Families served
encouraging the

for their child.

effects of social biases were discussed
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influenced by

The

in terms of gender.

Steadfast

Companion

It should be of no surprise that a single or agreed
upon definition of success could not be found
literature.

One clinical writer on the subject,

did offer a definition,
"inner"

and objective dimensions that the subjects

Getting to do what you really want to do
in your

love

life,

about yourself doing

it."

(Friedman,

1980,

For example,

it

influences.

in your work life

doing it very well,

not all writers on the topic discussed
ways.

though,

which is inclusive of both the

described and which they traced to childhood

and

in the

and feeling good
p.12).

However,

in such affirming

it has been referred to as "our

national disease...a symptom of our moral flabbiness born
of the exclusive worship of the bitch-goddess SUCCESS."
(William James,
mistress"
one of
more"

1920/1969,

(Huber,

1971)

"leisure and
(Tresemer,

pp.

259-260),

and as having the capacity to rob

happiness as...thirst

1976a,

as a "coy

p.

42),

increases for

all of which suggest that

success takes on mystical qualities that render the
individual vulnerable.
Whether

it was an affirming experience that empowered

the subjects or

a bewildering experience that

feeling helpless or otherwise oppressed,
important

in all of

their

lives.
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left them

success was

It was pervasive and

all encompassing,

regardless of the definition of success

that they lived.

It was a companion in life's journey,

the

presence of which was most obvious and evident some of the
time and,

at other times,

such an

integral part of lives

that they seemd to "take it for granted,
and you don't think about it."

it's just there

Whether they were

conscious of its presence in their lives or not,
there.

it was

It was the career move for which they planned,

it

was the relationship that ensured a greater sense of
fulfillment.

However or whatever,

it was there,

preoccupying thoughts and determining behaviors.
following excerpts,

every day,
In the

young professionals share its role

their struggles with existential

issues.

It enters my mind a lot.
As you're going through
school, you're thinking, ’What's going to happen
to me in ten years, twenty years?... What is it
going to be like?'
And you really have to start
forming your ideas, trying to make that come
true.
You talk with your family, my family and my
friends know what I want to do, and I really think
that they really want the same thing (laughs).
Maybe it's passed on from generation to
generation.
I'll probably do the same thing.
Thinking about success is like sometime you lay in
bed about three o'clock in the morning staring at
the ceiling wondering what you want to do with
your life and you think up what you want to do and
then...you set your goals...you say, ’That's what
I want to strive for.'
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in

Success
these

is

dreams,"

the stuff dreams are made of"
thoughts about success began

even before school years.
etched

The images of success that were

in the study:

wealth,

importance through achievements.
varied.

For example,

especially

fame or social
And,

those

images

Joseph wanted to be a businessman;

was his childhood dream,
the other hand,

like

in childhood,

in their minds conveyed a clear message,

for the men

His

and,

and he became one.

Phillip,

on

became a media—communications specialist.

idea of success as a child was quite different;

embodied the trustworthy community professional,
looked to

it

it

the person

in need.

I don't know when I started thinking about it.
I
guess when I was little, when I was five or six
years old.
I wanted to be a fireman, not because
I wanted to be a fireman to fight fires but I
thought a fireman was successful.

It was different for the women
really.

No,

I

always thought about being happy,

of

the person,

That's what

varied.

not

it was."

It was the success
that pervaded
it,

images of marriage and

motherhood were the embodiment of fulfillment;
included

I

very happy,

How they expected to attain

For most,

not

I don't

in that sense.

the sense of fulfillment,

their childhood dreams.
though,

"No,

really have to be honest with you.

ever remember thinking about it,

happy-go-lucky.

in the study.

"some sort of work or career"
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as well.

for some,

it

Given the extensiveness of
all-encompassing nature,
phenomenon have
them?

its presence and

its

what purpose could such a

in their lives?

What does it "do "

Actions may speak louder than words here,

for

for the

lifestyles and behaviors of the subjects suggest that
they are
it,

living tax. it,

whether

it

is,

they live in pursuit of

is to be fulfilled or to be accomplished or

to be both.

And,

conclusion.

For some,

their observations support this

structuring their
and

that

it served the

important purpose of

lives by driving them toward their goals

ensuring the sense of accomplishment.

Urn, like it drives people.
I wanted to have a
great job when I got out of school.
It kept me in
school.
Had I dropped out of college, I wouldn't
have been successful.
There are times when I feel really happy that has
nothing to do with success.
You know, just when
somebody's having a really funny conversation.
But there's no future in pure happiness for me..
I feel as though it should probably be 25-75:
25%
happiness and 75% in some kind of goal-oriented
thing.
Happiness is a substantial part of success
for me, but not even a majority interest in it.
I personally would feel better with 'success.'
I
guess that's kind of sad, that I would prefer more
'success' but I wouldn't be content otherwise.
I
would always feel this drive to get up in the
morning and do something.

It was a driving force for many,
them toward
some,

the

lives they wanted,

the force was gentle;

qualities.
here when

their

for others

This was so for Scott,
he

motivating and guiding

first experienced
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"dreams."

it took on

For
impelling

and he recalls for us

it as such.

I was the class president, I was flunking four
subjects, I was on the varsity.
I just walked in
and said
goodbye, I'm out of this,' because I
wanted to get started in life, I wanted to get
going.
It is strange at that age.
God, I was
sixteen and a half, seventeen, but I wanted to get
moving.
I just knew that I had to get out.

It was the reason

he quit school.

It was also the reason

he became the accomplished real estate professional and
multimillionaire that he
guided
memory,

his

life,

is.

It was a peculiar drive which

a drive rooted

in a haunting childhood

the meaning of which still perplexes him.

I saw an old man when I was younger and he had a
cart and it was in the wintertime.
He was pushing
it down at the railroad station.
And, I looked at
him.
He had a torn old coat, and he was dirty and
filthy and freezing, and he was pushing rags and
papers and stuff.
And, I said I would never be
like that.
And, whenever things get rough, like
when I first started the business, that image
would come to me and that was a driving force.
That's probably one of the most sensitive things
in my life.
And I don't really know why, but it
really is important to me.
It's a fear,
probably.
It was just such a pathetic waste...
that anybody could be like that bothered me.
It's
really strange....I live a phrase that
I will at
all times be guided to do and say the things that
will contribute to my success.'
I live with
that.
And, everyday it repeats in my mind, and if
I'm in a situation, I deal with it on that level.

For others,
that

success was more than a structuring force

affirmed purposefulness and ensured accomplishments.

Success provided meaning

in

life,

and,

by so doing,

ensured

psychological success.

The worthiness of one s existence

was affirmed by

it,

it allowed one to be

for one's

a way of holding one s self responsible.

life,

and
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'accountable

As one young woman noted,
successful,

she can "fulfill

life by being

and be successful by fulfilling life."

a psychological

lifeline for many,

It was

a means through which

human capacities were realized and self-actualization was
possible.

Many friends who are not bouncing all these balls
say,' oh, I don t know how you do it.
I never
could. '
It requires a higher energy level with
tradeof f s.
Perhaps the material worth would be
higher (if I didn t do it all), but that was neve r
as important as satisfaction in my life.
I've never really been in a job situation that's
been totally non-fulfilling, so I don't really
know how awful it can be to be in an unfulfilling
situation, but it seems to me it would be pretty
gruesome.
Just the assumption it would be
horrendous has always made me be very selective.
It's certainly the major criteria in job hunting,
deciding what I'd like to do or what I wouldn't.
I
guess if I didn't feel fulfilled by something that
would be the easiest time to either stop, to quit.
It's very important to me.
It makes me feel needed.
I think everyone in this
lifetime needs to feel needed.
The success down here
(the heart), that's the people needing me.
I did a
good service and the feeling of need probably has to do
something with success, servicing people with a need.

***

Success was a pervasive and all-encompassing phenomenon
in

the

lives of

and directed

the subjects.

It occupied their thoughts

their behaviors by structuring their

with purposefulness and direction.

lives

It also guided them

toward meaningfulness,

validating their worthiness and

ensuring psychological

health.

185

Hie Success C.n mplpy

As the subjects discussed their experiences with
success,

the

intricate and complicated nature of the

phenomenon became apparent.
though,

There were several themes,

that emerged from the

to our understanding of

it.

interviews which contribute
These include prohibitive

aspects about the phenomenon,
the predicaments

its ever changing nature,

and

it presents.

Tabooed D iscourse

Surprisingly enough,

the phenomenon that people

lived

to experience was rarely discussed as such with others.
was the behaviors,

the goals,

the disappointments,

victories that became the focus of attention,

discussing it was not.
factly;

for others,

the

not the

philosophies and definitions that underlie them.
of success may be a very important part of

It

living,

The idea
but

Some noted the omission matter of

it was a surprising realization.

I don't think we've ever talked about success.
We've just felt that we've been successful because
we've raised our families, and they all turned out
to be nice individuals and respectful.
Um, the fact that I'm saying 'urn,' is a pretty
good clue.
Not consciously, not to sit down and
to say to an individual, well, I really think that
you're successful.
How do you see yourself?
Or,
how did you get to be this way?
No.
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Valerie and Janice observed this tendency in themselves, as
did most of the subjects,

regardless of gender or age.

ffn.li k%th
N»’ 1 V® talked ab°ut careers and
goals and a lot of other things.
But, I've never
discussed success.
Nobody's ever brought it up
I ve never brought it up, what success is and what
the concepts of success are.
Well, not directly, although sometimes you'll tell
somebody about something that happened and how you
felt, and then that person, that friend, will say
oh gee, that's what I was thinking, too'.
It's
not exactly about success, but it's more about
successes.
You know, like you'll describe
something you're doing and you realize although
your talking about a concrete event, actually your
talking about success and what makes you feel
successful.

Not only was it rarely discussed,

it was rarely thought

about in such a context.

First of all, here we are taking an hour and
talking about things I usually don't even think
about.
They're things you just sort of do or take
for granted and you do for the rest of your life.
I've never thought about it until just this
second.
It's just never crossed my mind.
After your telephone call I started thinking about
what I thought of being successful.
Honestly,
I've never really thought of it before, so after I
spoke to you on the telephone I started thinking
about what I consider success.
I'm really not
sure.

Success was something to be acted upon, not discussed
and reflected upon.

Why would that be?

Why would

something that was very much a part of daily life not be
talked about among friends or family?
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For one thing,

it was a word that evoked emotion.

It's

association with suoh social measures as materialism,
competition and power rendered
subjects.

it offensive to some of the

It represented what they placed

little value

upon and was therefore not part of their personal
vocabulary.

We don't use the word successful,
that they're doing great.

I just tell them

I think it's the word, really.
I'm not sure
whether it's the entire thought or what, but
doesn't fit with me.

it

It's very closely associated with how I think
about myself as a person, and I'm going to try not
to use the word success because I really don't
think of myself with that terminology.

Also,

there was a tendency to use the word

others and their
to one's self.
word successful,

lives,

not something that one would apply

As Dorothy commented,
but I guess,

a common reaction,

and

in relation to

“I've never used the

in reality,

I

am."

This was

it was often expressed to the

researcher at the time the subjects were contacted about
the study,

as well as when the

interview began.

Well, first of all, I think I was quite astounded
that I received your telephone call because I
don't think of myself as successful.
The first thing to be said is I don't really walk
around thinking about whether I am successful.
I
think because I tend to think of success as
something that people apply to others with their
own personal yardstick, and I m probably just as
guilty as the next person in terms of slotting
people in on various levels of the yardstick, but
I don't even know where I begin to put myself.
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For most,

it was much easier to assess another's

success than their own,

at least outwardly.

their own success was difficult at best.
"success
sometimes
Rebecca,

image"

Considering

Sometimes their

was consistent with the opinion of others,

it was not.

In these excerpts,

Valerie,

then

comment on their reasons for such differences in

perceptions,

reasons which reflect the very personal

nature of the phenomenon.

Interesting.
I don t even know whether my
brothers and sisters think I'm successful.
Again,
it s something that s never come up.
I don't even
know whether my parents feel I'm successful.
They
might think I'm a raving success.
It's a distinct
possibility!
I don't know.
I don't have a clear
idea of when I'd ever look at myself say ‘I'm
successful.' I guess a lot of people could look at
me and say I was.
But when I compare myself to
Liz Walker on Channel 4, now she may not consider
herself successful either, but I've got a long way
to go before anybody asks me to speak at a
graduation or wants to present me with an honorary
degree.
And, I really haven't done that much to
enrich mankind in one way or another.
There's a huge difference.
I know that if I were
my friend or an acquaintance or someone I read
about, I'd just be "wow," in awe.
Yea, and that
sounds really egotistical, but I think I'd be
really impressed by it.
But with me, I'm not at
all.
Just because I know the hard parts and the
heartaches and the sort of terror of it--it's very
perishable.
I think it's sort of the nature of
people to look at other people and seem not overly
impressed, but easily impressed.
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Dynamic Phenomann^

Secondly,
phenomenon,

people experienced success as a dynamic

always changing,

never static.

described as a "climb through life"
traveled.
movement,

Regardless,

It was often

or "the distance

there was an underlying sense of

the reference point for which varied.

it was comparisons with their pasts;

Sometimes

other times it was

with their peers.

I think it's an ongoing process.
I don't think
that it's ever something that ends until you die.
Overall I think I've come a long way.
Am I as
successful as one might want to be?
Maybe not.
Are you proud of what you're doing?
Yea.
If you
look at background standpoints, you can take
pride.
The distance you travel.
I look back at
the types of kids I went to high school with,
relative to that, yea, I've done reasonably well.

And,

what was considered successful at one point

was not at a different point

in time.

sometimes of one's own volition,
Alan,

then Robert,

in

life

Goals changed,

other times not.

Here,

comment on these aspects of changes.

In grammar school, it was very much here you are,
here's the lesson.
The idea of success was to get
as good a grade as possible. In high school,
success there was driven around how well you can
do certain tasks, how well you can do a chemistry
lab or how well you can do a science project or
how well you can do a certain kind of math....In
college and graduate school, it was a little more
team oriented in getting particular tasks done.
As you move farther up with your career you
realize the success is not quite so much what you
can do as how you get people to cooperate in
getting something done.
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I feel successful that I've reached that point
the
plateau so to speak.
I want to go further.
lean see
myself as an executive of this company.
And
a

\TleUdSr

through
ihaVs whats important in this climb
through life.
I don t expect it to happen tomorrow or
the next day or in the course of a week.
I'm not

haonen*
a family ^ J°b

^ U*
1,11 knOW when it
th* conpany and the ®°ney to have

Change sometimes seemed subtle,
retrospect,

it was significant.

were set for one primary purpose:
contentment,

satisfaction,

personal success.

although,

in

Plans were made and goals
to ensure happiness,

the experience of inner or

These subjects shared how changes in

this personal sphere of success affected their ideas about
"success."

It used to be very important.
I used to value
achievements or careers for how they appeared to
other people, to impress them.
How that I am
engaged, I am more concerned with what is fun for
me.
I want to be successful now.
Success means
something different now.
Is it worth it to travel 100% of the time and go
crazy?
Is it worth that much?
Probably not.
I
think as I get older I realize it's not worth the
extra push to do that extra thing.
It maybe gets
you ten percent more successful in the monetary
context, but maybe a lot less successful in other
aspects.

The changes had to do more than simply make someone
appear more successful;
result as well.
the focus,

a sense of "inner success"

had to

Even though the objective criteria became

it was the sense of contentment and happiness

that deemed the changes worthy.
determiner of

"real success."
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Happiness was the ultimate

There is a difference.
I'm making a difference
right now.
That gentleman (medical doctor)
butCTerfnn't°^K<?fi,SKalS in his Profesaional field,
out i don t think he was successful with life
He

was successful at his job, but he wasn't
successful.
It has to be a twenty-four hour a day
lt.can £ be something eight hours and shut
it off and go home and be depressed and everything

else.
me.

Does that make sense to you?

It does to

Happiness was not only the validating factor in assessing
another's success,

it affirmed the veracity of one's own

success as well.

To me success includes happiness because you can't
be a successful worker or parent or lover or
anything else unless you are happy.
I mean, they
go together.
So, it's probably intertwined.
I guess I always believed that success is measured
in different ways, not just an accumulation of
wealth alone.
Perhaps because I equate success
with happiness.
Being successful in an effort
should entail satisfaction and accomplishment
because success without happiness or satisfaction
is a measure in someone else's eyes and not your
own.

The importance of meaningfulness in success was
consistently confirmed by the subjects; without happiness,
the changes were meaningless.
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Difficult, nilemmac;

Lastly,

their experiences with success created

Predicaments for them.

Although the degree to which their

lives were affected varied considerably,
did share commonalities
example,

in the nature of the dilemmas.

some dilemmas were more moral

the conflict between

the respondents

"inner"

in nature,

a

and the

The resulting tension between these values was

considered psychologically healthy as
understood that

1971,

Douglas,

p.

long as "it is

the clash between man s self-love and

for others...has always posed an
(Huber,

such as

success and social success,

psychological confrontation between the “means"
ends.

For

363).

This

love

insoluble dilemma."

is a conscious dilemma for

one he grapples with frequently as he comes to

terms with differences between his values and those of the
workplace.

The other issue is a moral issue:
success
materially versus success in life.
I always have
a problem with that.
Family and religion tend to
say 'Give up material things'; business and
everything stress material things:
'If you do a
good job, we'll reward you financially.'
This can
be a major problem.
You want a top paying job and
you forget to pay attention to your family.

Very often,
"success"
between
rare

this dilemma between

"true success"

and

was manifested as a need to develop a balance

their

life's work and their personal needs.

exception,

With

the respondents wanted to be

successful-in-living and to succeed by social definition.
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How»v«r,
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warn naoaanary
oompromLs*d

in ordar that "parsnnal mioonaa" not ba

for o#r**r advanoement,

For in*, I try to balano* tham by not lotting my
oarrmr overwhelm my life.
1 wont to stop working
and play in the garden and maun in the kitchen and
go shopping and go on vaoationa.

The primaoy of personal suooeno was acknowledged by all
of the participants,

even though there was a

disproportionate amount of time and energy invested by the
men

in

their oareers during the "climbing years."

feelings of

"pulls"

the

Alan,

issue.

were often

then Scott,

The

reported as they confronted
comment on their experience

with this dilemma.

Yea.
It's working toward a balance but the point
is you've got to be at the point where you can
work toward a balance.
You have to pay your dues
someplace.
You have to either pay your dues or
build up an organization or be allowed to build an
organization that allows you to do that.
I don't think I'm successful.
I feel as though
I'm a failure, frankly, as far as a father's
concerned.
No question about that.
My children
don't think so, but I don't think I spent the time
with them that I could have.
I was simply the
father image in the house.
I just was not
available, and at that time didn't want to be
available because I was just dealing with other
things.
You have to put your drive in one area or
another, and I put it in the way that I thought
was going to be most beneficial for the whole
family.
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The women

in the study impressed as most conscious

of

the need for a balance between the personal and social
dimensions of success

in their

lives.

of conflict they experienced varied,
need

Although the deg

ree

they discussed the

for a balance as a necessity to healthy emotional

functioning.

Abby comments on the challenges and

complexities of the task.

When I contemplated having a child
and whether or
not I'd go back to work, I looked around to see
how other people managed the balancing act.
What
I concluded was that you need to have peace of
mind in your own life and peace of mind in your
child's and peace of mind in your work life, and
if the front leg of the stool is out of kilter,
then you are apt to have a very difficult time
managing it.
If at home you don't have the
support and a team environment set up, then it's
going to be difficult managing the stresses and
trying to balance all three.

Of course,

being a parent or a life-partner is not a

part of everyone's experience of
however,

"personal success";

it was discussed as such by all of the subjects,

even by those who have yet to have families or marry.
Rebecca noted:

I'm sure that because I was in a very, very
traditional family, I would probably view myself as
being unsuccessful if I never had a family.
And I
know that in order to have a family life and feel
successful, I would need to work outside the home
to do some things that are more public, something
that would allow me to spend the time I needed or
be flexible to be with kids.
I'd feel extremely
limited if I didn't.
I would just be miserable if
I were within four walls raising kids.
I know of
people on Wall Street, who have "live-ins" and see
their kids for three seconds a day.
I wouldn't
consider that very successful.
But, it's hard to
serve those two masters.
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There was a second dilemma reported by the subjects,
one which most acknowledged as a concern and several
discussed at
(1971)

length.

It was a predicament which Huber

referred to as the "dilemma between success and

happiness."

As one subject noted,

worry me that much if I

"...success doesn't

can be happy."

This dilemma was

sometimes marked by a quest for "success,"
the better off"
was reflected

people are,

And,

indiviudals.

is realized

life work,

and

the context

in this culture for most

Writers on the topic of success (Huber,

1920/1969;

or

it was a dilemma that was often

in the context of one's

in which "success"

James,

the happier people will be,

in attitudes such as "bigger is better,"

all or nothing.1
manifested

a belief that

Sombat cited

in Huber,

1971;

1971) noted that

Americans as a group did not know how to be content with
their

lot,

i.e.,

they knew nothing but work,

and what was

considered successful this year was next year's "point of
departure."
This predicament was of significance to a number of
participants.

As a matter of fact,

issue that several had
Chapter 4).

And,

it was so powerful an

life crises because of

it

(see

it was of special consequence to those

subjects who were "successful," but did not feel
fulfilled.
how her

In this excerpt,

"young success"

Randy shares with the reader

status belied her sense of

peace and contentment.
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mportant to mo.,.,If j died tomorrow, and «U I
Imd was what I aohiavad In my Job, f would Teel
very lonely and unfulfilled. In the beginning I

?2r^4V!ryi V°ry httrd in *•***" of long Hours end
l.linL kind of stuff.
I net mynelf up and on the

road to be successful.
And I think l worked «
little too hard, and I have made it a point to try
to emphasize other parts of my life that are more
important.
I really feel very lucky that I
experienced professional suooeaa, but that I'm
going to get to experience something else, and I
don't want to feel torn (having a family and
career).
I certainly can go muoh farther.
I'm
still a little nobody on the big corporate ladder,
but for my tenure I've done very well, and I know
that that would continue.
If I enjoyed it, got a
lot of fulfillment out of it and it didn't make me
sacrifice other parts of my life that are
priorities, I know I would continue. But, there's
a lot of other things out there that are more
meaningful to me personally, and that's what I
want to do.
And I wish I were in a situation now
where I could put my money where my mouth is, you
know, and have kids and go home and play with them
and do something on the side.
But, I'm working
towards that.

What may be

instructive here

is a point of reference

recalled by many respondents as helping to focus their
thoughts as children on success.
question

"What do you want to be when you grow up?"

adage-like qualities may
later

in

life

that which is
one wants

The culturally familiar

in

in

to feel.

Yet,

its

fact predispose ambivalences

the experience of success.

important

and

It

is what one wants to be,
how one feels
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infers that
not how

is what validated

the accomplishments as worthy and the sense of personal
success,

the feeling of fulfillment,

this study.

Perhaps then,

for the subjects in

the more relevant and empowering

question would be "How do you want to feel when you grow
up?"

***

The complexities of the phenomenon of success became
apparent as the subjects discussed the essence of their
experiences with it.

Interestingly,

the topic per se was

not something they talked about with others as they had
the

interviews;

in

nor did they think about it in such terms.

The status "successful"

tended to be reserved for others,

not something that most were apt to apply to themselves.
Another characteristic of the experience was that
ever changing:

What was success today might not be

considered success tomorrow.
all

Goals changed,

in an effort to be content,

"success."

In order for

satisfied,

it to be

as needs did,

happy with their

"real success,"

success had to be part of the experience.
also characteristic of the experience,
changes,

it was

inner

Dilemmas were

some created by the

others a result of not making them.

These

dilemmas were broadly discussed as predicaments between the
"means"

and

"ends"

happiness and

of the experience and one between

'success.'
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Experience

So far

of

£ u c; ^ p» <3 c*

in this exposition on the subjects experienc.
:es

with success,

the

"being happy"

in

importance of -feeling successful,”
"success”

or

has been consistently emphasized

m each of the themes that have been considered so far.
Happiness was an

integral part of their conceptualizations

of the phenomenon,
had

for them.

successful”?

But,

and

it was essential to the meaning it

what does

it actually mean "to feel

Given the very personal nature of the

Phenomenon,

especially in regard to the dimension of

success one

lives,

what

it

is confusing at best to understand

is actually meant by the question "Do you feel

successful?"

or

its response.

For example,

in this study,

eleven of the subjects said that they felt successful;
said that they did not;

and,

two

seven subjects qualified their

assessments.

Well, I think I feel successful, at least in parts
of my life, more successful in certain parts of my
life...I feel that I am a very good parent, a good
wife, in the aspects of my life outside of work I
generally feel pretty positive.
Uhm, yes, I feel successful, you know, but don't,
you know, professionally.
I do feel successful
and I think I could be more successful. I'm proud
of it.
I could be more successful.
I think at the basic level I feel successful.
But it isn't something that you dwell upon.
It
something that you have.
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is

Woll, I think I feel successful, I just don't feel
successful with big capital letters.
I feel that
if my life stays the same, I'd feel successful
with a small "s.”
I feel I would be happy, let's
put it that way, I'd be happier if I met someone,
if I were so lucky as to meet someone.
I guess I d like to proceed by saying, I don't
feel terribly successful.
I feel I'm one step in
that direction, but I don t feel at this point in
my life that I've attained any goals as far as
success goes.
A little bit, a couple of steps in
the direction
I guess I feel good about myself because I feel
more successful than not.
Come back and see me
two years, I may give you another story.

in

Regardless of whether they felt successful or not,
their descriptions discerned the two separate
Huber

(1971)

identified

without exception,

"successes"

in the American culture.

the higher

the subjective experience,

importance was attached to

suggesting a hierarchy in values

between what society thought about one's "success"
the

And,

and what

individual felt.

You have to feel successful, you have to feel it
inside, to feel it here yourself.
It doesn't
matter who around you thinks you are or aren't.
You have to feel it yourself.
I could be on top of the world in someone else's
eyes, but if I don't feel it, if I don t feel the
success inside of me, then I guess it s not real,
I'm not really successful.
I hope that I don't only appear to be successful,
but that I also feel successful.
It's very
important that I feel successful.
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successful"''i^coul^get'^a job^tha?"" ?et°re b*ing
°f what I wanted, but if for some reason rfeel*1*1
successful in doing it, like I'm really helping

what Sabers

" d0i"8 * really good job-

Inner success

is very important.

yourselfryb°dy’
Basically,

bUt 7°U haVe t0

tha^

You have to live
live first with

it's just what makes me happy.

And

Hn?iQ?2°d’ ^nd:
kr??w' de^ivering five million
dollars on the bottom line for the product that I
work on does not make me feel good.
It makes me
reel as if I ve done a good day's work, but it
doesn t personally make me feel good.
It doesn't
make me drive home from work singing in the car
with other people looking at me.

The significance given to the ability to "feel
successful
experience
of

the

attests to the primacy of the subjective
in the phenomenon:

"success"

without

was compromised.

Is

it,

the authenticity

it no wonder,

that those who have done "all the right things"
bewildered when their

"success"

then,

are

has disappointed them?

An

exploration of the nature of the subjective experience may
be helpful
their

in furthering our understanding of why some feel

"success"

and others do not.

The Orthogonal Connection

When the subjects discussed their feelings,

it became

apparent that certain descriptions were reserved for the
objective dimension of success.

Achievements and other

goal-related endeavors were often referenced with words
like

"pride"

and

"accomplished."
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DrnnH&
?f acco®P1ishment, excitement,
proud.. distinct... it makes you feel good about
yourself, stronger;
it helps you...go on...makes
you want to work harder... more successful.

Well, the feeling is like jubilant, excited,
proud.
It sort of like encourages me-It's sort
of an optimism about the future.
I guess the feelings of accomplishments or
satisfaction are more related to the more public
things, like at a trade show when I've got a booth
where I've got my products and they look really
good and people say nice things and place orders.

However,

only some of the feelings were specific to

accomplishments.
in nature,

Other feelings, which were more ambiguous

such as" feeling good” and "feeling happy" were

not only associated with another dimension of success, but
the descriptions suggested a larger, more inclusive
experience.

For example, Martin didn't always feel as

successful as he does now as an adult "in the fuller sense
of the word.

Now it's a cumulation,

various components of life,
feeling."

a balance through

a larger experience,

a larger

Rachel described it as "...happy and equilibrium

and at peace with others," and "what you feel inside your
heart" was Ross'

experience.

For many,

fulfillment in

"success" was an all inclusive experience:
"success,"

to enjoy their

they needed to feel content and fulfilled in

their personal lives.

Of course,

how much "success" was a

matter of personal expectations and preference.

So,

too,

was the nature of one's criteria for "success," such as
wealth,

achievements,

status,

etc.

social recognition, professional
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However,

such a disclosure about the nature of fulfillment

is most revealing,

for it suggests that fulfillment

supersedes success (Wideman,
1986).

personal correspondence,

Some of the subjects expressed

it this way.

Success is a part of fulfillment, and what I do in
my career obviously adds to my fulfillment as a
person.
Success is a means to fulfillment or a part of
^^i 1 lm©nt, not all of fulfillment, a much
smaller part.
But, to me, they're quite
diff©r®nt, and fulfillment is a very personal
thing that I don t expect to find in my career,
only perhaps a little bit.
Feelings of fulfillment... success
things that makes fulfillment.

The

is one of the

image that emerged from the descriptions suggested

a larger experience,

one which encompassed "success."

Success played a role,

but what that role was and how

important

it was to one's sense of fulfillment varied.

Sometimes

it was essential to the feeling of fulfillment,

as

it was for Scott.

When asked about the effects of not

achieving on his sense of joy in

living,

"there's no such thing.... that's

like having your feet

stand still and your mind moving.
motion."
sense of

"Success"

he responded

You got to be

in

was also very important to Janice's

fulfillment.

I feel 80% happy, I like what I do, I like who I
am, how I spend my time, and not just the work.
I
feel happy at what I'm doing.
I enjoy myself.
To
me, they're pretty intertwined.
I couldn't be
happy unless I was 'successful.'
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There were other participants,though,
much significance to the
fulfillment.
definition,

who did not attach

importance of "success"

in their

Given that they all are "successful " by
perhaps only in

its absence would they be able

to better determine the meaning it has for them:
may not enhance their feelings of fulfillment,
absence may diminish them.

but its

Randy recognized this

possibility as she discussed an
making in her

"success"

important decision she is

life at this time.

I do feel pretty much fulfilled in my life, but
I'm not fulfilled because I'm successful in my
profession.
It may be that I'm taking it for
granted, and if I weren't successful, that I would
feel that that would help me to feel more
fulfilled.
But success is, like I said, a means
to an end, and the end is to be fulfilled in your
life and to experience loving relationships and
that kind of stuff.
And the success helps you to
get there.
I mean it's a lot easier living on
$100,000 a year.
But, I'm willing to give it up,
and I'm going to give it up.

The primacy of

inner success suggests that people can

feel fulfilled without much success,
able to enjoy their
their personal
the

lives.

without feeling fulfilled in

Of course,

one exception would be

individual who consciously differentiates on the

subjective
level.
that

"success"

but they may not be

level that which is discerned on the cognitive

This would support Frankl's

(1978/1985) contention

the subjective dimension of success

orthogonally,

that

is,

in

is experienced

"a different dimension from the
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meanings found in work and love...on an axis

perpendicular

to the success/failure axis....an axis which extends
between the poles of fulfillment and despair
1978/1985,

pp.

(Frankl,

45-46).

Feeling Fearful

The subjective experience was not without its
dilemmas.

For some,

of success;

it was difficult to accept the status

for others,

feelings of arrogance.

the dilemma lay in the emerging
The latter dilemma is what Maslow

(1971/1983) considered to be that part of the human
condition that feared one s best as well as one’s worst;
while one thrilled to enjoy the godlike possibilities in
oneself,

one feared experiencing them.

The challenge of

maintaining a balance between the feelings of arrogance and
those of pride was discussed by several of the
respondents.

Judith,

then Douglas,

shared what it felt

like to them.

I am competitive.
Sometimes, feeling successful
turns into an arrogance.
It's not a good feeling,
doesn't feel okay.
It's a culmination of feeling humble, yet arrogant
at the same time.
You feel humble that you really
did something good for a person, you don't want to
show off...maybe humble and proud of yourself.

It was a dilemma for Ross as well.
younger counterparts,

But, unlike his

his sense of self-worth was affected

by an inability to maintain a balance between his feelings.
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I went through a cooky stage and all the things

I

stage
ii-’s not fear,
d°"'‘
8et right
t0 that
stage aSain
again
It
it “ant
just to
isn't
you know.
It's an attitude, 'I'm super-duper8 I'm
with°whitST grea*j'.
1 ”as getting very successful
with what I was doing, but that was the wrong
reeling to have.
It was manifesting itself in the
wrong way....It was partly because of the guy that
I worked for.
I liked his lifestyle, and he was
very cocky.
I just started patterning myself
after some of that, and I didn't like myself.
I
didn t like it at all, and I finally realized it.
And that pattern changed, I came out of it.
Success isn t how much money you make, or how many
people you step on.
It's in here, the heart.

***

To summarize,

the nature of the feelings associated

with success were explored

in an effort to better

understand the meaning of the commonly used phrase,
"feeling successful.”

The data suggested that the feelings

were related to dimensions of success,

i.e.,

pride and

accomplishment were associated with objective criteria and
feelings of fulfillment were associated with a sense of
inner success,
contentment,

often discussed as peacefulness,

fullness,

wholeness or completeness.

The data

further suggested that fulfillment superseded success:
was a
need

larger,
"success"

it

more encompassing experience which may not
to be experienced,

someone to "feel happy"

or

but may be needed for

"feel good"

in "success."

dilemma between pride and arrogance was discussed.
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A

Folks »nd St.rnkpt;

All of the subjects in the study were "successful," yet
all did not feel fulfilled in their "success."

Given that

the subjective experiences of the participants suggested an
interdependent relationship between the two dimensions of
success,

it may be helpful to consider

important to the subjects
their

feelings of

in detail what was
"happy"

or "good"

in

"success."

Voluminous data was provided about this aspect of the
experience of success.
their

The subjects spoke frequently about

sources of fulfillment,

and

impressed as aware of

what enriched them in their "success."
that the sources of fulfillment,
feelings,

It was apparent

like the definitions and

tended to be associated with specific dimensions

of success.

For example,

achievements and accomplishments

were often discussed within the context of social measures,
and self-acceptance was discussed

success.

in relation to

inner

Another tendency was for these sources to be

discussed concurrently,

inferring the

importance of both

dimensions to feelings of fulfillment for most of the
subj ects.

If you feel happy with yourself and what you're
doing you are accomplishing, helping someone, then
that's success.
Pleasure in doing well and
feeling good about one's self.
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Another tendency was that the sources of fulfillment
and the dimensions of success were discussed
inter-related ways.
for

balance"

For many,

this was described as a need

between what was meaningful

in their personal

lives.

they believe they need

in

in their work and

Douglas and Dorothy share what

in order to feel fulfilled

in

success.

Just being
fulfilled.
and not at
fulfilled,
being your
toward God

successful at business I wouldn't feel
Just being successful with a family
business, I wouldn't feel totally
and the same with religion, success
inner happiness and your feelings
or toward other people.

Everything will have to be in balance.
Right now
my family's on hold.
I feel a lot of guilt about
that.
Once I'm working, if I'm able to maintain a
good home life, bringing home money and doing my
job well, then I'll feel successful.
It would
harmonize me, and I personally would not be
satisfied if I didn't have the balance.

For some

it was a reality;

for others

it was a

reality-in-becoming.

I am successful because number one, I wanted to do
a good job raising my three girls and I've done
that; and, number two, I've had this profession
that I juggle on a part-time basis that I'm very
happy with.
Yet, I'm not cutting anyone short.
I'm not strung out.
I feel as though I've been
able to balance it all.
The other issue is having a reasonable home life.
I work very hard at a very high energy level and
the pull is always to work more and more hours.
But on the other hand, family requires more and
more.
How do you get in the middle?
Win the
lottery?
I don't know.
And I think what s
penetrating slowly into my brain is
where do you
cut the line?'
So you have to begin to find some
compromise.
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The concept of

"balance,"

though,

did not

needs or experiences of all the subjects.

express the

In fact,

a few

actually rebuffed the term for something more
multidimensional,

such as "wholeness"

or "completeness,"

illuminating even more so the complexity of the

issue.

One of the things I think is interesting is the
iJ-lment •
I can’t have children and
that has really limited or made a difference in
how I think of myself.
It’s been a tremendous
chunk of what I consider fulfillment isn’t going
to be.
A piece is missing.
I don't want to call it
balance per se, but just there s certain elements
that I need to have in my life in order to feel
complete.
I think that since I currently do not
share my life with anybody, that's a huge void.
And, I feel that the piece that is missing is the
person to share it with or children to share it
with.
And from that sense, I guess you could say
it's a balance, but I don't think of it as a
balance, I think of it as a little empty.

Productive Living

As the participants reflected on what
"good"

and

"happy"

in their "success,"

left them feeling

there was the

distinct sense of continual movement about their
sense of activity that spanned the past,
the future.
was

Their

lives,

the present and

lives seemed to flow about them,

they who were creating that motion.

purposeful and meaningful,

and

enriched.
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it

a

and

it

The activity was

left them feeling

The career and the workplace were the most oommon
contexts within whioh to discuss qualities about their
experiences that gave then a sense of enrichment.
broadly,

Grouped

these qualities fall under the inclusive concepts

of accomplishments,

acknowledgments,

self-determination,

actualizing potential and enjoying one’s choices.

Accomplishments•

Very often,

the sense of meaningful

activity was discussed within the context of academic or
career interests,
accomplishements.

and usually described in terms of
However,

it was not necessarily specific

to the objective dimension.

The feeling that I've made her breathe easier in
this lifetime has helped me (referring to her
daughter).
It has provided me with what I needed
to feel accomplished.
The clients that I see
around town, they've made me feel that, too.
This may sound corny, but I think even “being”
sometimes, being in that "you are" is one.
I had
a friend of mine who said to me recently that
having known me made her life significantly
different than where it would have gone.

It was more than the act of achieving or bringing an
endeavor to completion,
the accomplishments.
them,

though,

that was enriching about

The endeavors were meaningful to

and they invested in them.

If I'm going at something I will commit myself to
it and just eat, live, sleep, drink it....If you
really are willing to commit or if I want to get
something done, that's how far I commit to it.
I
was willing to pay the price, emotionally,
mentally, physically.
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And,

the acccplishnents had to be challenging,

as well as

develop their sense of conpetence in their skills.

It's

feeling of fulfillment and self-realization
that you have sort of carved a niche for yourself
in the
v
’rld' Wlth your own wit and the work of
your hands, your heart, your creativity.
Just the
fact that you can pay the bills with the work of
your own hands.
A great feeling of satisfaction.
Competency is a better word.
And the issue is
'Are you good at what you do?'
I think if you're
good at what you do, you can feel
self-satisfaction and at peace.
Maybe you're not
the best, but are you
credible and competent?
If
you're competent at what you do and can feel that,
and you're looked on as such by peers, that can be
very fulfilling.

Very often,
itself

the ongoing sense of activity manifested

in measurable achievements,

context of one's career.

How,

and often within the

then,

did the material

wealth resulting from career efforts affect one's sense of
fulfillment

in success?

The topic of money or wealth was

noticeably absent from the
was discussed,
of goals

interviews in general.

When it

it tended to be mentioned within the context

in employment and discussed

in terms of its

instrumental value for comfort and security.

Some of the

subjects and had earned a good deal of wealth.
was the accomplishments,
meaningful to them.
being fulfillment,

However,

not the monetary gains,

It was a means to an end,
not an end

in and of
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itself.

it

that were

the end

Acknowledgment.

Not only was much enrichment derived

from believing in what they were doing,
acknowledged in their efforts.

they had to feel

Sometimes it took the form

of recognition or commendation.

When I was a youngster I needed recognition, and I
got it.
My badges (Boy Scouts) were important to
me.
If you look up to the person, and think
highly of that person and that person commends
you, then that has real meaning.
People are
starved for recognition.
I still need some...I
was quite pleased when invited to speak at a
college... felt gracious.

Many wanted to be recognized for the peoplr they were,
well as the endeavors they undertook.

as

Feeling respected or

appreciated was most important to them.

The issue is respect.
Are you looked on as
someone who understands what they're doing? Are
you credible?
Are you respected for what you do?
If so,that goes a long way.
After the class was over, a couple of people came
up
to me.
One shook my hand and thanked me very
much for a very enlightening lecture.
I knew I
did good job, but that made me feel appreciated.
What makes me happy is recognition I get from
other people.
Maybe that's part of the lack of
fulfillment here, and I think that was why I
invested in my job, to get that from others.
But,
it wasn't on a personal level where I really
needed it, like 'she's a real good person.'

Sttlf-determination.

It was important to all of the

respondents that they be a significant determining force in
their "success."

They wanted the freedom to make and act

on their decisions,
futures.

to be feel free to shape their

It was important to their experience of success.
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I was never bound up.
I could expand myself and I
/S®!
e*Pl°re and go in the direction that I
wanted to go, full tilt without having the guilt
complex of
well, I should be here, bit I a
somewhere else.'
It makes me feel self-reliant, you know.
I don't
like to be in a position where I have to wait for
somebody else to give me something.
I like to be
m a position where I could make my own future.
And so when something happens where I feel I took
something and shaped it, then I feel like there's
a lot more that I can do.
Successful also has
something to do with self-reliance and
independence and stuff like that.

Many of the subjects hailed the merits of self-employment
in this regard:
lives.

they had the control they wanted over their

Interestingly enough,

eight of the participants in

the study owned the businesses which employed them.

I oan juggle my hours the way I want.
I don't
have someone breathing over me saying, rush, rush,
rush.
I want to be able to perform this service
and do a good job.
I don't want to have to beat
the buzzer.
I don't want to have to pull in X
amount of dollars a day.
Doing your own thing for yourself, not working for
a big company, I think that has tremendous
advantages.
But, I think it's the feeling that
I'm answerable to nobody.
It's that feeling of
not having to go through other people, the
hierarchy in a company. I've never worked for
anyone else, so I can't imagine what it's like,
but I have the feeling I would hate it, the
politics are so awful.

For those who were not self-employed,

opportunities for

career advancement within the company was an
factor.
wanted,

important

Being able to see the future that the
not just what the company wanted,

one's sense of fulfillment

in success.
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was

individual
important to

Being able to
efficacious was an

influence one's environment and feel
important source of fulfillment as well

it was often expressed as a "need to make things happen."

When I cut the contract that nobody else could
cut, that made me feel really good.
I can see
opportunities, they're there.
I find it easy in
my profession; I don't find it easy in
interpersonal relations.
I find that fulfilling,
you know, when I figure out a way to do something
or make a program happen.
I like the idea that I
created a program.
I find that very fulfilling.

And,
in

it was

important to

live

the workplace as well as

in harmony with one's values,

in one's personal

life.

That was the ethic that I was brought up under--to
try hard, to give it all you've got and to learn
to be satisfied, too, to enjoy the little things,
like, fulfillment is messing in the garden and
having something you planted come up...having a
good conversation or a big hug from someone who
means something to me, making someone dear to you
feel good makes me feel good.
That's another important issue.
It's important to
me that you play the game fair, haven't spent all
you time playing politics at the expense of
someone else.
You just don't cheat the system;
otherwise it just isn't worth playing.
If I found myself in whatever business situation I
didn't respect or thought it was silly or thought
the people in the industry were stupid or sleazy
or whatever, well it would be nice to bring home a
couple million dollars at the end of the year, but
it wouldn't be fulfilling because I think I'd
probably feel pretty despicable about it.

Actualizing Potential.

was

Another source of fulfillment

the sense of personal growth and development the

subjects derived

from realizing their potential.

It was

the self-actualizing experience of being all one can be.
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It s important to me to feel that I can always do
different things, new things, add to the pile of
things.
And feeling limited pre-empts all that.
a visualization of a garden.
That's me,
•
garden> and what grows depends on what I put
in there.
If I don't nurture it, my plants are
ot particularly healthy.
I look at my life that
way, too.
If I don't take care of that,
I'm not
going to be blooming in my fullest possibilities.
I guess it s a combination of feeling very
content,
and feeling tingling and excited about
your future.
At work, I don't feel excited at all
about the future.
I m not on a growth curve and
learning.
I ve contributed a lot to the company
but that's not personally fulfilling, like
learning and burning the horizons.
Being with my
sweetheart or daydreaming about the future and
thinking about other professional things like real
estate, that gets me excited and it makes me feel
like I'm growing.

The need for a sense of continual growth was met in a
number of ways.
themselves

For some it was the opportunity to apply

in newer and more challenging ways;

the opportunity to be

instrumental

in creating change.

often meant doing "the best you can do"
do best,"

and

it demanded that the

for others,

or "doing what you

individual be stretched

or extended to newer and fuller heights.

I probably spend too much time preparing lectures
and teaching, but it's important to me, it's very,
very important that I do the best I can.
I like the idea that I created a program.
I find
that very fulfilling.
It's a success, and it's
fulfillment in the sense that you just see more
that's around you, that you broaden yourself.
I felt good inside because I was doing what I felt
I could do best, and if I've done my best and in
some way can't make it work, it's O.K.
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Stretching experience'

« SLnSii ? KnAl0t °f 3kills either 1 "-’''er had
or thought I had but never used....When I took
maternity leave. I was willing to trade off some
of the growth and the stretching in the workplace
ror the stretching I was doing in my life
I
consciously made a decision to get things in
balance.
I can feel that I need to push those edges again,
the need to do something that's challenging.
About every three to five years, if I don't do
that, there's a heaviness, a weightedness.
It is
a very strong need.
I've got to push at those
edges, to find the limits.

Being able to realize one's creative capacities,
workplace as well as personally,

in the

was another way of

actualizing potential.

I always have chosen more creative, expressive
projects, like this one.
I concocted the whole
thing, and then I very specifically designed each
scene and then worked with the artist.
And that
sort of creative management role tends to be not
an uncommon one for me.
I guess that's an area
that I wouldn't ever want to limit....Working in a
corporate setting was difficult because there were
some pretty rigid rules, and I had run-ins about
that.
My career lets me be creative and grow, and that's
a feeling of fulfillment.
I have this need to
create, and it will spill out of me in all
different ways.
I've thought a lot about this
need to be expanding.
I love to read, to find new
things in my job, be creative, which I thoroughly
enjoy.
I'm always learning and nothing's rote.
There's always a new challenge to be met.
I enjoy
creating and that in itself is personal
fulfillment...and a little success, too.

Rninving

the

Choices.

Consistently,

the subjects stressed

importance of enjoying their choices.

what they were doing--in their
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They had to like

life s work and

in their

personal
for then,
happy"

lives.

It was an inportant source of fulfilment

an integral part of "feeling good" and "being

in their "success.”

tu

«S-I'!V,?areer goes> ®y job, what I do,
that s fulfillment.
Sometimes it's frustrating
sometimes I wish I hadn't gotten up in the
morning.
But, on a day to day basis, I enjoy what
1 m doing.
I love seeing ideas evolve into
something...! really enjoy it.
I've got to.

Besides enjoying their choices,
importance of

many spoke of the

it being fun as well.

in their workplaces;

Some were so fortunate

others were not.

I took a break while the customers were looking at
my merchandise, and, I wrote 'What is success?'
I
started to write a few things when a man walked
over to me out of the blue and said, 'You know
something, you're a big success.'
I said,
'Really?
Tell me about it.' It was just so
funny.
He said, 'look at all the people you're
making happy.
I'm a computer programmer.
I
probably make a lot more money, but I don't make
anybody happy.
I don't make anybody laugh.
Look
at the joy you spread around.
Everyone at your
booth, all the customers are either smiling or
laughing out loud.'
And, he said 'You're probably
doing something you enjoy and you love and you
have a lot of creative ability. And, look at the
fun you must be having.
I'm making a lot of
money, but I'm not having any fun.'
And I thought
about that, you know.
It's true, I'm having fun
every day, and that's very important.

The People Connection

Just as some of the sources of fulfillment were more
frequently associated with the objective measures of
success,

so too,

dimension,

were others more aligned with the personal

the dimension that concerns
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itself with the

intimate aspects of one's being and that which is
meaningful to the

individual.

It is recognized as the

subjective experience of success,
consistently discussed or

inferred

and the subjects
its

importance.

often described as being at peace at oneself or
success.
esteem.

Some talked about self respect;
And,

It was

inner

others about self

all talked about the need to be self

accepting and happy in order to experience

it.

On the other hand, you have to feel good about
yourself on a regular basis.
Self acceptance.
Are you feeling good about the types of things
you're doing?
Do you feel good about yourself
while you're doing your job on a day to day
basis?
Do you get excited about what you're
doing?
I don't think I could work each day if it
were like,' fine, do your job, bring in revenue,'
whatever.
You've got to feel good about yourself.
I think the self-security of knowing who you are,
that nobody can really diminish that.
And, I say
self-security because I didn't used to be that
way, self-awareness from a joyous standpoint.

Of all that was discussed,

there was one source that

stood out among others as most critical to the feeling of
peace

in one's

life.

the discussions,

and

It took center stage
its

importance to one's sense of

fulfillment was continually underscored.
"If there's no human factor
success,

I need a human

in nearly all of

involved,

factor
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As Joseph stated,

frankly,

involved."

to have

What was it about relationships with others that gave
the subjects their greatest sense of fulfillment in
success?

To consider the "people" connection,

two

inclusive qualities about relationships will be explored:
emotionally connecting and sharing oneself with others.

Emotional—Connectedness.

Sometimes it was the

relationship with family members that was being discussed;
other times it was that with friends or lovers.
other times,
employees.

Still

it was that with customers, colleagues or
Regardless,

connectedness about it,

there was a sense of emotional
an investment in others,

and it was

this quality that impressed as most enriching.
Of all of the relationships the subjects discussed,
those with loved ones were most frequently referenced, and
they were an important source of affirmation and love.

What made me feel great was last Sunday having
everyone at the dinner table and joking around and
having a good time and playing Trivia Pursuit for
two hours.
That beats my business, it really
does, but being able to juggle both is great.
I've accomplished it, but then again I don't feel
that I could have done it if I didn't have my
family there to help me.
You need the other to
guide you and go along with you.
Knowing him is generally very, very fulfilling.
He's not blindly supportive of what I do, and he
inspires confidence and it rubs off on me.
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It was important to let someone know that I had
succeeded, to share it with someone.
If I can't share

sitfnir118 Wlth
Wife> then
really doesn't have the
•
icanc® •
Jn other words, if you took my wife out
right now, the things that might be meaningful would
just take a nosedive.

When the sense of emotional connectedness is not part of
one s success,

its effects can be pervasive.

The work thing is always more accomplishment and some
pleasure.
But, I got the most pleasure in my life from
my children.
They were a big part of my life; they
opened so many windows for me, my universe expanded.
The loss of interpersonal relationships with them and
the fact that I don't have a meaningful relationship
with anyone, is the biggest gap in my life.

Emotionally connecting with others was not limited to
their private lives.

Work relationships became personal

matters and important to one's sense of fulfillment in
success as well.

Here Randy shares how meaningful they are

to her.

In the first place, it was the personal
relationships that I had established here.
I
wasn't going to give those up for $20,000 more a
year so I could be 'more successful.' How much
success do you need?
I have enough, more than I
can use.

Relationships are also the reason she is reconsidering her
career commitments and direction as well.

They play a very big role in my decision.
I view
my leaving as a way to be able to focus more on
relationships.
I'm going towards renurturing
relationships that I care about, spending more
time with my family.
On the same token, the thing
that I will miss most are my friendships here.
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Scott,
work,

too, derived muoh fulfillment from relationships at
the meaning of which he discusses in this excerpt.

I m a very touching person, and I think everybody
knows that in this office, and it's enjoyable
because there s a communication that takes
place-I'm interested in them.
I feel most
successful all of the time as long as there are
people involved...1 ve asked them to come in to
(my business ) . ..and, they know that I care...it's
my responsibility...and they know that I'm really
on top of the business and on top of their needs.
I know how they feel, and that's important.
They
say I'm a taker as well as a giver for people, and
I realize that.
And I enjoy that.
I really enjoy
that.
Things don t matter.
I've been rich and
I've been poor.
Rich is better.
It just helps
you to look at things differently.

Meaningful relationships existed with coworkers as well.
Often times,

it was the essence of the team relationship

that was fulfilling for the subjects.

I know that my immediate environment has played a
very, very large role in how I felt about what I
was doing.
It's a certain kind of comraderee, I
guess, and that's definitely missing from what I'm
doing now.
There isn't a regular team doing it
and it's made it more difficult for me to summon
the energy sometimes, because there isn't all the
energy and momentum from a team, and it's really
hard not to have someone around.

Other times it was the ability to work together with
clients and customers toward creative and productive ends
that was meaningful to the subjects.

People are alwavs feeding me ideas and I have a
whole list of them.
The response we get is a real
high. I mean, just every weekend.
People get so
enthusiastic about our things.
And, I think
that's tremendous satisfaction.
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Sharing Self

with others.

In his writings on the topic

of success-of-the-person and meaning in
(1986,
you

P•23)

life,

Kushner

reported suspecting "that the happiest people

know are the ones who work at being kind,

reliable.
the subjects

His

helpful,

and

intuitive sense appears to be borne out by

in the study.

Great feelings of fulfillment

were derived from sharing oneself with others,
one person or with many.

whether with

How that was done varied,

the reasons and the emotional

as did

investments that were made.

I like to do things where I feel like I'm making a
contribution to others, and they're better than
had I not been involved with them,
which I guess,
in a slightly different way, is what makes people,
you know, go join the Peace Corps or do more
socially minded things.
I think it's probably a
not too distant cousin from that.
I feel very fulfilled from supporting my husband
and his career and seeing him through the twists
and the turns, through adversity.

Regardless of the scope of
to contribute
for others.

in some way to

influence,

important

improving the quality of

With few exceptions,

were discussed

it was

in relation to

life

feelings of fulfillment

involvements with people and

causes beyond one's self and one's family.

For some,

the

feelings were derived from making others happy.

I get all this feedback from people because most
of my things evoke emotion.
They're whimsical and
they're a bit poignant.
They evoke emotion so
people are very talkative.
I really like to make
people happy.
I think I wanted to run away and be
a clown in a circus when I was a kid.
And, in a
way, I've done that.
I just love to make people
laugh.
I'm not doing it quite as directly, but
I'm making them laugh, I'm amusing people.
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Another way people shared theoselvee was to involve
themselves in the development of their communities through
organizations or causes by giving time,

expertise or money

It s my opportunity to give back, so I do it
through the service organizations.
It's a group
of people all doing the same thing.
And, I felt
good about that.
I don't have the time for as
much of it now, and it bothers me.
We give back
differently now, but we still do some through
community service, and that's something we won't
get away from completely.
I've done a lot of career counseling over the
years for school alumni.
That was very fulfilling
because I was contacted by lots of people around
the country who were looking for advice, and it
was something that I could give... career
counseling. That was something I found both
interesting and challenging as well as something I
was giving that was unique as a contribution....!
think that being a positive contributing member in
the community is important and am feeling remorse
that I have not made more of a contribution in the
community with volunteer work.
So in that way I
am dissatisfied, but I have to be realistic.

A third way of sharing oneself with others was by
helping them.

It was consistently mentioned as

experiences with success were defined and was discussed as
essential to feeling and being successful.
somehow have an

influence on the

Being able to

lives of others was

important to all but two participants.

If I'm happy doing something and I feel that I am
helping people, to me, that's being successful.
I
feel most successful when I help other people. For
example, where I work now, occasionally I feel
successful, helping a client out.
If an elder
writes in and they don't know the terminology and
I write back, I feel successful.
Basically
helping other people, that's success for me.
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So, what is success?
Success, I think, is first
being happy in your life and in your work
And
m being some way, being helpful to other people,
in terms of giving people a boost, either through
moral support or understanding or being a good
listener.
Helpful to people...very important.

How they helped others varied;
supported,

and

in general,

they inspired,

they

they gave of themselves

in ways

that affirmed others and their potential.

...helping parents as they age to find ways to be
at peace with themselves, that loving task of
helping them transition to another part of life.
I think helping people has been a large thing in
my life...I really like to help people in their
own fulfillment or to get over something, to help
where I really could make some impact.
The way I feel successful is through the people
that I serve.
When they leave here, they feel so
good about themselves and their response makes me
feel good.
I like working with people, and I want
to make someone else feel happy about themselves,
feeling good inside.
I think that's very
important.
If someone needs something that I can
provide, that's how I feel good.

Another aspect of

helping that some subjects found most

meaningful was assisting others with problem solving.

If I can help someone avoid going through some of
the hell I went through, to me that's personal
success.
I get a great deal out of it.
I come
home, and I'll be sort of on a high.
If I can
help a student with some type of problem, I get a
good feeling out of it.

Scott,

too,

derives much fulfillment when he

help others with their problems.
this way gives

is able to

Connecting emotionally

him his greatest feeling of fulfillment.
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®?nse a P®rson s feelings right away and I
think that really is a gift.
I don't know if I
make a difference with them, but at least they
have the opportunity to unload, talk about it
think about it, get a different perspective and
deal with it perhaps on a different level....I
don t know why that happens either.
I can be at
the coffee shop and it happens constantly,
that to me is really a great deal of joy, that
they open up and share like that with me.
And
they ve done that for years and years and years.

***

The subjects spoke freely and frequently about that
from which they derived feelings of fulfillment
success.

in

These sources of fulfillment tended to be

associated with specific dimensions of success and were
discussed concurrently and

in

interrelated ways.

There

were two general groupings of fulfilling experiences:
sense of productivity in

life and relations with others.

Important to the sense of productivity were:
and meaningful accomplishments;

potential;
However,

and,

enjoyment

challenging

respect and recognition of

them as people and their efforts;
future of their success;

a

freedom to shape the

the realization of their
in their choices of activity.

the more meaningfully experienced sources of

fulfillment were related to the
made beyond their selves,

investments the subjects

investments

in other people.

Feeling emotionally connected with others and sharing
oneself

so as to

improve another's quality of

life were

especially fulfilling for most of the subjects.
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Elllfillnent in
Thus,

Success:

The ChallPnffP

we have developed a deeper understanding of the

spheral and complex nature of that which fulfills one
their success.

We have come to

learn of the

in

importance of

relations with others and of a continually developing
existence.

Perhaps,

then,

we can better appreciate these

observations by Abby and Valerie.

If I were to counsel my son on how to lead his
life, I would hope to show by example that one can
be a happy parent and a satisfied employee and a
happy wife and have a close family relationship.
I'm not sure if that's having it all, but being
able to enjoy those roles and not to be limited in
attaining success in one of those roles is.
As I go through life, I am happy to be me.
There's no one else I'd rather be.
If I never get
to be anymore a 'success' than this, I can live
with that.
As far as being a person goes, I feel
I'm not really whole yet, and I've not come to
terms with it...I know you can't spread business
to fill up all areas of fulfillment in your life.

Although there are commonalities about the relationship
between one's
definition,
then,

can we

'success'

and one's sense of fulfillment,

the experience of success

factors
beyond

in their success?

limit one's capacity to feel
Asked differently,

are there

important to the subjective experience that are
the scope of

discussed?
process

What,

learn from these subjects about those factors

which inhibit or otherwise
fulfilled

is personal.

by

If

so,

the sources of fulfillment previously
do those factors suggest an enabling

for feeling fulfilled

in success?
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Given the focus of such an exploration,

it may be to

the advantage of the study that the subjects experienced
varying degrees of fulfillment
feel

in success and that some who

fulfilled now did not always feel so.

differences could provide

These

insight that would not otherwise

be available.
V.

Generally speaking,

there was agreement among the

participants who did not yet feel fulfilled in success that
they would feel more fulfilled
missing piece
whole,

if

(a)

it were not for the

which left them feeling incomplete or not

or otherwise not full;

or

(b)

they were better able

to balance the demands of their work lives with the needs
and demands of their personal

lives.

I've always valued friendships and personal
relationships and community service, and that is
another area that I feel much less satisfaction or
success with.
I feel that I tend to trade off
meeting new people socially and new contacts and
developing fulfilling personal relationships with
other people and other couples.
Something has to
give, and I chide myself about that and realize
that if I want to make headways in that area that
I just have to put more effort in that direction.
I'll feel more successful if I did.
I'm at the point where I've become a little bit
jaded because I'm not learning as much, not
growing as much personally... so I want to go back
to the personal growth part of it and focus on my
friends and my family and making plans for the
future.
And, that's what I want to do.
You know,
that's success to me at this point.

Although some discusssed wanting greater career

"success,"

it was the area of relationships that most subjects
believed was their missing "piece."
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Another area that the subjects discussed frequently as
affecting their ability to enjoy their
of cultural attitudes about success.
carriers

of the

"messages"

identified were parents,
powers-that-be."

The "cultural

schools,

media and the other
the messages were not

nor were the effects.

they've been experienced

was that

about success most often

Needless to say,

the same for everyone,

'success'

For Robert,

in a positive way.

I think that probably because I was following the
same route that the culture was telling me to
follow, the family was telling me to follow, it's
the only route that I know, and I was moving along
that route...that I felt successful all the time.

For Janice,

the effects were not so positive.

discusses how she

internalized her parents'

Here she

messages about

accomplishments and how that affected her ability to
appreciate her achievements.

It handicapped me because I always felt that I
should be doing more.
And, nobody has that much
drive or ability or whatever.
So, whatever I did
I never really felt it was wonderful or anything.
Even when I got some praise from the outside world
I would still compare it to what my own
expectations were.
In a way, I minimized it.
For
example, a woman friend of mine who lives in
Colorado has a Ph.D. in mathematics.
Now, I would
say to myself, that's success.
So, I would feel
more successful, for example if I had a Ph.D. in
mathematics than psychology.
I ve had that debate
lots of times with myself,
Am I successful?
I
am successful, but I don t fseL as successful as
if I had something else like a 'real Ph.D.' and I
was the head of General Motors!
But, somehow that
ego ideal that if only...if only I had a gorgeous,
brilliant husband, and if only I had three
children who were achieving brilliantly.
And, ye
I say, well that s insane!
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The tendency to discount or otherwise not acknowledge
their

'•success'1

as such was experienced by others as well

Sometimes they recognized the cultural source of such
influences;

other times they felt only the effects of

internalized attitudes.

Dinah reflects,

I realize that I had some great success in a
career, but that I didn t take it very seriously.
And, I realized that when you were talking about
doing this type of study, that it's difficult for
a woman to take her career seriously, partly
because the world has said to me through the years
when I've been terribly serious about my career,
"Well, at least it keeps you out of mischief,"
not acknowledging the fact that I've been
self-supporting for many years, of which I'm
really very proud, and that I've created a lot of
interesting products that people like.
I iust
realized now how demeaning it is that every time I
get really excited about my career somebody hits
me over the head with, "Well, it's good to keep
you busy."
As if it's just not that serious or
important.

Although attitudes about women and success may be
changing,
women

the effects were still experienced by the younger

in the study.

Like Dinah and Janice,

Rebecca tends

to minimize the value of her accomplishments as well.

I guess there is a real gap in how I perceive I've
done versus other peoples' (perceptions).
I think
when something is part of your own experience you
you don't view it with the same stars around it.
I know what went into it.
That piece of art
wasn't created by magic!
I know the technical
requirements, so there's not a whole lot of
romance.
Yea, there's a real
if I can do it
anyone can do it' kind of thing.
I think when you
do something you do tend to minimize its
importance.
Oh, anyone could have made these
chocolate chip cookies.
I just happened to have a
decent recipe and an oven that s reliable.
Really!
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Covert cultural messages about what
or otherwise

'successful'*

internalized,

effects or manifestations.
So,

worthy

were often unconsciously

rendering the

and broad reaching.

was valued,

individual unaware of their
The oonsequences were pervasive

too,

were the effects of overt

acts.

One thing I forgot that is important is how the
powers that be
consider me,
how banks and other
financial institutions view me.
I have a horrible
time getting financial institutions to take me
seriously, perhaps because I'm a woman.
I know
that my suppliers take me seriously.
It's a
statement of my validity of being a success.
Obviously, if the bank won't give me any money,
they don't view me as a success.
It would
probably enhance my feelings of success if I could
go to the bank and get a loan.... those kinds of
things are little stings you get as you go through
life that do make a difference somehow in how you
view yourself, how you feel.
I'm not going to put
a lot of weight on them because I can rise above
them, and I can look down on them someday and say,
'See, here I am without your help.'

Is

it possible that some of the
or whole,

individuals who do not

yet

feel complete,

or "balanced"

in their success

are

experiencing the effects of such internalizations?

Are

they compromising what they value and what makes them feel
fulfilled for what the culture values and dictates as
"successful?"
context of

If so,

can this be explained within the

the dynamics of fulfillment
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in success?

Autonomous Chniop

In examining this

issue,

it may prove most helpful to

consider the experiences and observations of those
study who feel fulfilled
decidedly.
on this

what mm want,
this

in their success and expressed so

Judith is one such subject,

issue.

"I

in the

and she sheds light

think to be successful is to accomplish

what you think is your goal."

It is exactly

issue of doing what one wants to do that Robert

suspects

is problematic for a friend who "followed the

rules of the culture"
fulfilled

as he did,

but does not feel

in her success as he does

in his success.

A young woman that I have known all my life
followed the same exact route that I had chosen.
She just graduated from school, and what is she
doing?
She's working as a clerk in a store
because she doesn't know what she want to do.
I
don't think that she feels successful.

What

is

it about the decision or choices that

intrinsic to feeling fulfilled

in success?

is

Ruth helps us

to better understand the nature of the choice and

its

relationship to fulfillment.

I think a person has to be determined that this is
a right choice they made.
You have to have that
something behind you that makes you feel good
about what you're doing.
I hope that whoever is
going to touch me better feel happy at what
they're doing, and not that their parents said,
'you've got to be a doctor' or 'you've got to be
this' and someone pushed them into it.
It still
goes back to your choice.
You have to be the one
to make the decision as to what you want to put
your life into.
It is vour life, your, work, your,
skills.
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The

issue appears

to be one of conscious choices,

with awareness and with psychological
are

autonomous choices,"

individuation.

They

because they are the choices of

the self-governing person.

It's a choice that

is

relatively free of parental and cultural influence,
choice truly by the

made

a

individual.

Proving myself to my peers I let go of a long time
ago.
I m doing what makes sense to me. and those I
care about.
To heck with the others as long as I
don't transgress in any way morally, ethically.
I
don't need the business to be three times the size
it is.
I don't need to be on four committees.
I
can choose the committee I want to be on.
I'm not
feeling that pressure.

Although the

issue of

was discussed by Martin,

individuated conscious choices
he did not attribute to it the

significance that most others did
be because,

in the study.

This may

unlike most others who felt fulfilled,

not experience a time

in his

he did

life when he felt

differently.

Given that only those who now feel fulfilled

discussed the

issue of autonomous choice,

length,

it may be that

fulfilled.
transition

and did so at

it has significance to "becoming"

This raises the possibility of a process or
to fulfillment

autonomous choices

is

in which the ability to make

inherently related.
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Questioning the Definition of

Of

the twenty participants

interviewed

in the study,

eleven felt fulfilled and expressed so decidedly;
qualified
or

seven

their assessment or used terms like "basically"

more or

fulfilled.

less;"
Most

and,

two participants did not yet feel

instructive here,

perhaps,

are the

experiences of those subjects who now enjoy fulfillment

in

success but did not always.
What can we
in success?

learn from them about "becoming"

One common theme that they all discussed was

that of feeling "in charge"
driver's seat."

against the wall."
one

lives,

"in the

in which the subjects often felt "up

Two subjects described

it as a maturing

in which they developed emotionally,

control of their
themselves.

of their

This was usually preceded by an extended

period of frustration

process,

fulfilled

lives,"

and,

In this excerpt,

"becoming fulfilled"

was

by so doing,

"took

accepted

Dinah reflects on what

like for her.

I think I have felt successful since I've been
able to be self-supporting and come up with new
creative things.
I've felt successful more in the
last five years than any other time.
It's a
recent thing because it has to do with seeing my
life in perspective.
I think when I was a lot
younger I wasn't sure who I was, and I've come
into my own.
So, now I accept the truth about
myself.
I think it's been a slow process of just
realizing that, really, it's been a great life.
I
think it's been maturity and being more aware of
women's attitudes about themseIves... when I had
control of it, when I decided I would make a
living with art work and screen printing, then it
was mv choice, it was what I. wanted to do.
That -S.
when I started feeling successful.
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Most subjects discussed "deciding points"

in their

lives that were significant to their ability to enjoy
fulfillment

in success.

Like Dinah,

he began to feel fulfilled once he reached a

point

in his

Victor

life when he no

is one such individual.

longer felt "driven."

His

transition to fulfillment took place over a period of time
in which he
hippie."

"dropped out of civilization and

It followed a period of turmoil and

disappointment
happened,
no

lived as a

in his

life.

Although he's not sure how it

he "re-entered civilization knowing that I could

longer be hurt by life,"

and not needing social

definitions of success to accept himself.

It was the first

time

in charge of

it."

in his

life that he felt "in control,

It was at that point that he began to feel fulfilled.
Another

unfulfilled

individual who recalled a time when he felt
in success was Robert.

During his

undergraduate years,

he was feeling particularly unhappy

with his studies for

life work.

I'd say that it was a brick wall that I came to.
The feelings of frustration overwhelmed me. I knew
I had to do something to change it.
I was not
going to do something that I was not happy with,
and I had to make a decision.
I think that
reverted back to the school thing, the culture
thing.
"Computers are supposed to be the wave of
the future; anyone who jumps into the computer
business now is going to 'successful
for the rest
of their lives."
So, I probably jumped on that
band wagon, too, and then I found out that it was
not for me, and I told it to stop because I_lm
getting off.
The frustration was the thing.
That
was really the deciding point.
And, I made my
decision right then and there.
No!
Happiness was
the reason for that decision, not cultural stutt.
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Ruth also recalls a "deciding"
she,

like Robert,

success.
wife.

She

point in her

life when

challenged cultural messages about

Her primary

life's work is that of mother and

is a health care professional,

as well,

and

maintains a private practice

in her home.

Her husband and

her daughters are engineers,

and her youngest daughter

is a

college student with a history of special academic needs.

I think there was a turning point in my life when
happiness and fulfillment came before money.
It
was ten years ago, and we lived in another part of
the country in a very affluent area. But, for some
reason, the school system could not fulfill the
needs of a special child, which my daughter is.
I
had to send her to a private school six miles away
to a different community, which I didn't like
because I felt as though she should be
mainstreamed like she always was.
For four years
we did it.
And, sending my daughter off to
private school in another town was not good.
I
was frustrated; I was banging on a brick wall down
there where they didn't have the people to service
these kids.
I wanted to fight for the fact that I
had a nice home down there, my husband had a very
good job, my girls were happy at the swim club and
different things--very affluent things we had.
I
wanted to stay there.
Everyone seemed to be
happy, but if I couldn't provide my daughter with
the services without having to pay extra every
night down at the Brain Damage Center, work with
her every two hours, and have the other two kids
go off with my husband and do something with him
so I could have time with her, I felt resentful.
Maybe that's how I felt, resentful.
I finally
said, 'To hell with everything.
It's not worth
it.'
What good is money if someone who needs the
help is not getting it?
So, we made a big
decision in our lives to come back here to the
psychologists at Children's Hospital to service
her needs.
And, we came back.
We took a lesser
size house, and my husband took a decrease in
salary, but I knew that she was being mainstreamed
again, and that would fulfill her social needs.
So we came back.
And I think that must have been
the turning point, right there.
We all decided it
was the best thing for all of us.
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The

importance of c onsciously questioning and examining

definitions of success and who really owns them was
discussed at

length by all the subjects who felt fulfilled

in success.

At some time

individuals confronted,
how they were

in their

lives,

seven of these

in an examining and reflective way,

living and what was of value to them.

questioned whose definition of success they were
redefined success for themselves.

They

living and

This process and the

autonomously chosen definition of success differentiated
this group from those who had not yet felt fulfilled.
Judith and Douglas are business school graduates whose
careers are

in their formative years.

"natural process"

to fulfillment

They experienced a

in that there was no

"deciding point"

or experience of reference which marked

the transition.

This was also the case for Martin and

Suzanne.

Even so,

they all discussed the

making autonomous choices about their

importance of

life's work and

questioning how they defined success.

There are a lot of people who don t have the
courage to break through that because, let's say,
it breaks the norm, and they don t want to do
that.
First, the definition is questioned.
Is my
definition the most important?
Is it what L want?
Helping others versus furthering one's self
through acquiring things like money, house,
security vs. excellence.
I questioned it because
I saw other people and how many hours they were
working and how burnt out they were getting.
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When autonomous choice was not exercised,
struggle for happiness was reported,

an inner

a struggle marking the

predicament of who "owns" this definition of success: Me or
You?

Judith observed:

It s inner feelings that you have, inner pulling,
living until they can't take any more.
There are
people who go through 'breakdowns' or whatever
because they fight it, they fight the feeling that
that's not really what they want to do and they
just can't handle it anymore.

In this context,

the word "breakdown" was used to describe

the process of "stopping" one's life and redirecting it in
a way that the individual chose.

It inferred an internal

confrontation in which one's definition of success was
reflected upon,

challenged and redefined.

It would be building and building.
'Do I like
this or do I not like this?
'Why did I do this,
because I wanted to do this? Or, did my family
want me to do it?
Or, did my friends want me to
do it?
Until one day I'd sit down and say, 'Okay,
what do you want to do with your life?'
You stop
and ask, 'Is this what L want?

What these young professionals suspected was exactly
what three of their older counterparts experienced.

The

transition to fulfillment in success was tumultuous for
them,

and occurred only after life-threatening crises.

What follows are personal accounts of "deciding points
faced by Joseph,

Ross and Scott and how questioning their

definitions of success enabled them to "take charge" of
their lives.
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Until such time that he defined success for himself,
Joseph compromised his humanity for "acceptance."

If you had the Joseph of ten years ago to
interview, you would now be looking at a corpse
I wouldn't be here.
I'd be dead.
I reached a
point of burnout to the extent I knew it was
either change or total disaster.
I operated in
one way:
strictly as a role.
You never heard a
bitter Joseph come out.
There was always a role,
and when I spoke, it was a role speaking.
I would
never let people know my inner feelings or
emotions.
I had defined success as
you please
everyone, and if you displease someone, you are a
bad person, a sinful person.'
I reached a point
at which I felt I had to change, or I wasn't going
to be around, physically or mentally.
I had a
heart attack and was given tranquilizers to slow
me down.
Before, I would have dropped on the
floor, I had to keep going--a driving compulsion.
It's changed dramatically over the years.
I've
gotten in touch with myself.
I am now a human
being.
I am Joseph the person.
I started to go
to some workshops and spend time learning another
dimension of life, and I began to realize the
roots of the problem that I had been searching for
over fifty years:
I had almost zero self-esteem.
It just came out in a flood in a workshop when I
cried for four hours, about eight years ago.
You
were not allowed to say what you did until
Thursday night, and then it was optional.
I
passed on saying what I did because I was
petrified that if I did, I would no longer be
Joseph, I would be a role and my humanity would
literally be ripped from me.
I was that petrified
of it.
It was the only way I could get in touch
with myself and feel like a human being rather
than a robot who had to perform.
It's changed my
perspective so that now success is doing something
that is self-actualizing, which it wasn't before.
It's changed my life completely.
A Joseph of ten
years ago and a Joseph of today are two completely
different persons.
Joseph's driving Joseph now!
That was never true before.
I began to feel
successful when I became Joseph.
Call it
acceptance of myself, acceptance of others....to
go ahead and take a task and accomplish it, that
still has an uplift, but it s a different
feeling.
I've not got a compulsion to accomplish
it.
It's being at peace, which I never felt
before, something I'm in charge of now.
Like I
said, Joseph is driving Joseph now.
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Had

Ross not challenged his concept of success,

the

price would have been his health and his marriage.

I was the Vice President, my wife's family's
business, and I just could never do enough to
satisfy the man, no matter how hard I tried, and
that's where the frustration really built up.
So,
it just came to a point where I just walked
away after the thirteenth year.
We had the most
successful business in the area; we were growing
leaps and bounds.
But, I had a different
philosophy on how we should do business.
I ended
up burning out at thirty-seven, literally.
I was
working like a son-of-a-gun for that money.
In
fact, the last week I was there, my doctor put me
on tranquilizers, so I was working and taking
tranquilizers at the same time, and I detest
drugs.
But, he saw the handwriting on the wall:
me heading over the edge.
When I left there, I
had no self-image left.
I was wiped out.
There
was no other way to describe it.
I was a case.
Talk about trying times.
He tried to break up my
family, it's my wife's brother.
Luckily, that
didn't happen.
We did take a year off, bought
some land, moved to Maine, got reacquainted.
The
best move I ever made, bar none.
After that year,
all of a sudden it didn't matter how much I was
earning a year, it didn't matter, and it wasn't
because we had a lot of money, money just didn't
matter anymore.
If you don't have your health,
you don't have anything, and I knew where I was
headed.
I had to start thinking of me. and my.
family. had to start over again.
I got back on
track and decided that L wanted to go back into
the real estate business.
That decision was the
best thing that ever happened.
So, off we went,
and I've never looked back, and we have been very
happy about it.
I think when I finally left the
other company and took a year off, that's when I
decided I like my business, but I didn't like the
way I had to do it.
And, being able to call my
own shots, do business the way I want to, it
became very, very enjoyable.
At some point in
time, you have to make a conscious decision:
be
miserable or do what has to be done... change your
lifestyle, change your attitude.
And, you don t
do that unconsciously.
Somewhere, sometime, all
the circumstances in your past, they re gonna come
into play.
Some never make that decision.
I feel
good about myself, about what I ve done.
I have
more control.
I don't have to tell the world
about it.
It was the best decision of my life.
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In his search for fulfilment.
He

ohose full

Scott faced ncrt.iity

recovery and another concept of success.

ourteen years
--- my
— father was
-as very difficult
difficult.
I was
trying to feel something as a family
“
union while he
destroyed all four of us
bankrupted my brother, he
never recovered emotionally, and destroyed my mother.
He couldn t manage money; he was not a good
entrepreneur; he didn't know what he was doing.
It was
kind of a shook to me.
I even stayed with it until the
alcohol got unmanageable ... fourteen years running the
offices, pouring my life into it, denying my family
my
marriage, everything else.
I was dying from the
frustration inside, because I had to achieve
everything blown apart...it destroyed me.
I was
driving down the road one day, I just fell apart
emotionally.
I was gone, broke me emotionally to the
point where I had an emotional freeze-up, a complete
freeze.
Nobody knew it, nobody talked about it, and I
dealt with it myself without therapy for three years,
When it happened, my head opened up just like a huge
light, and I was two people.
I was working, but I was
also in deep depression.
I couldn't eat, went down to
120 pounds....! was running from the man with the
cart.
I just knew it in my mind, and I couldn't deal
with it. I said, 'I feel like I'm going to kill
myself,' So, I started to build myself from infancy
every single step of the way, mentally up to where I
was.
And, when I got to the point I could deal with it
on a daily basis, I put it all together and went and
talked to the doctor.
He said, 'You don't need
anybody, you've already taken care of yourself.'
But,
it was a horror show.
It would have been easier with
therapy. ..I had a heart attack.
I was in intensive
care for five days and in the hospital for five weeks,
I looked at my life then and said, 'I'm gonna be out of
this.
I m going to be a physical cripple, and I don't
So, I did exactly as they
want to deal with that.'
said for six months.
I went to Mass General, and they
did catherization and said, 'It's phenomenal, you're in
perfect shape.'
That's when I rededicated my life...I
was going into competition with my father, in the same
community I grew up in.
And, I had to deal with that.
It was not easy, because I had to look at the outside,
my peers...'what are they going to think of me?'
I had
such a strong bond to him, that father, son
relationship.
I hadn't even cut the umbilical cord,
for God's sake.
Once that happened I could fly.
I
realized that there's a whole new world out there that
I could just explode into... anything and everything
that I did.
I'm not comfortable until I am in control;
when I want to make a decision, that I can do that.
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Randy also axpsrienced a crisis
fulfillment in suocess,
consequences.

a crisis

in her search for

in health with widespread

At this point in time,

and redefining success for herself.

she is questioning
Here she reflects on

her deoision to seek assistance with her health needs.

I think that s when I took control of my life.
If
there was a breakdown, it was when I gained
weight, eating instead of dealing with the
problem.
When I made the decision to get away, I
was willing to give up everything I have.
I had
forgotten that it's O.K. to play and it's O.K. not
to be productive all of the time and that's very
hard for me.
I'm willing to give up the material
things in life to really enjoy my life.

***

For some,

the transition to fulfillment was a long,

hard journey;
and,

for a few

retrospect.
the
be

for others,

it was a "natural process,"

society.
control"

uneventful

Important to feeling fulfilled

"autonomous choice"
"owned"

it was difficult but manageable;

by the
Once

individual,

"owned,"

of their

of the success one

in

in success was
lived:

not by parents,

it had to

not by

the subjects reported feeling "in

lives and a "freeing"

enabling process was reported

experience.

An

in which there was a

conscious examination and questioning of one's concept of
success.

This was preceded by a period of frustration,

it was realized as a "deciding point"
subjects.

These were

in the

times of reflection,

lives of the

times when the

subjects questioned the meaning success had for them.
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and

CHAPTER 6
SUMMARY,

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The lesson he had taught himself, and which he
tried to teach others, was summed up in the one
word
Simplify.
That meant simplify the outward
circumstances of your life, simplify your needs,
simplify your ambitions; learn to delight in the
simple pleasures which the world of Nature
affords.
It meant also, scorn public opinion,
refuse to accept the common definitions of
success, refuse to be moved by the judgment of
others.
And unlike most who advocate such
attitudes, he put them into practice.
J.W.

Krutch, on the life of
Henry David Thoreau

"What do you want to be when you grow up?"
question

is first asked very early in

life.

the culture's values regarding success;
reflects the culture's expectations.

The

It embodies

the answer often

And,

long before the

young child enters the

latency period of

of success

If the nuclear conflicts of

childhood
child,

is formed.
(Erikson,

with dreams

1963)
in tow,

willpower,
principle
child

a definition

are successfully resolved,

the

enters the turbulent years of

adolescence with healthy drive,
and method,

life,

self control,

direction,

along with the corresponding virtues of hope,
purposeness and competence.

With the work

in place and a sense of competency realized,

embarks on the

"journey to success."
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the

Another child may not resolve these critical stages as
effectively.

The dreams are still goals;

however,

they are

now being developed to fruition through a sense of
inadequacy,

doubt,

guilt and mistrust.

pursue their dreams,
feeling successful"

Both children

but will both have equal chances of
if the goals are realized?

Cloaked with implicit messages about success and
assuring and promising arms of the "American Dream,"

in the
the

child pursues the culturally described and familially
affirmed dreams of childhood,

often without conscious

awareness of their oppressive qualities.
all-American goal,
all-American

ideal.

the form of a climb

Success

the all-American pastime,

the

The "journey to success"
in social status

goals of material success and

is the

often takes

in America,

while the

its presumed capacity to

enable fulfillment are encouraged.
Our nation has been relentlessly curious about the
"Dream"

and those who achieve

(Sombart cited

in Huber,

it.

1971),

As early as

"successful"

1905

individuals

were scrutinized by writers on the topic while advice was
given to eagerly awaiting audiences.

And,

continues.

(reviewed by Rose,

1986)

the

In one recent Gallup poll
lifestyles of

"successful people"

pollsters concluded that these
"hyper-time dimension,"

individuals

the curiosity

were assessed;
lived

in a

working an average of 63 hours a
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week,

reading

19 books a year,

and donating an
work.

watching little television

''extraordinary"

Audiences were advised:

dynamic style of
you achieve.

amount of time to volunteer
"...success is more a

life than some final state of being that

Career strategy plus traits plus

lifestyle:

a popular formular for success offered by the "experts."
What

is not stressed

in these and other profile

sketches of people who "get there"

is that the "successful-

individuals do not necessarily "feel"
example,

For

many high achievers who meet the trait and

lifestyle criteria identified
"imposter feelings,"
"workaholics"
definition,
success

successful.

or

"give away"

their "success,"

"young successes,"

are

and they do not,

by

tend to enjoy the subjective experience of

(Clance & Imes,

Machlowitz,

in numerous studies also have

1980,

1978;

p.127;

Harvey & Katz,

1985,

p.59;

1985;

Schenkel,

1984).

Nor

do those who are driven by a neurotic ambition to succeed
or overachievers motivated by a fear of failure;
who fear success suffer a similar fate,

and,

those

either sabotaging

that which they seek or defeating themselves as goals are
realized.

It

is the futility of the chase and an empty

sense of evolving self that
fulfillment
1916/1963;

in success
Horney,

is experienced,

(Birney et al.,

1937/1964;

Schuster,

1966/1982).
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rather than

1969;
1955;

Freud,
Warner,

Such an account of who do not experience their success
begs several questions.
successful"

For example,

actually mean?

what does •feeling

ghat do we know about the

dynamics of the subjective experience of success?
success

P.25),

is the quality of the journey"

(James,

And,

if

1983,

from what is "quality" derived?

Insightful,

perhaps,

are the findings of a recent

survey for the Wall Street Journal (reviewed by Woman's
World,

1987) which suggests that not only is the "American

Dream"

still very much a part of our lives,

Dream

of the

late

but that "the

1980 s includes values that are more

important than acquiring wealth-values which are intrinsic
to the quality of
education,

life,

such as actualization of potential,

the freedom to choose one's lifestyle,

responsible

in meaningful ways to society.

and being

These

disclosures are consistent with a recent shift in the focus
of

"pop"

literature,

a change that may indeed be indicative

of the nation's cultural pulse as we approach the turn of
the century.

Writers are sensing the dissatisfaction many

are experiencing in "suooess,"
Jacobs,

1986;

Smith;

power or wealth,

The findings
trends

in

1987;

Hardesty &

1987;) and credence is being given to

the choice many are making:
prestige,

(Ford,

fulfillment,

rather than

in success.

in this research study also reflect these

literature and surveys.

The primacy of the

subjective experience was consistently upheld by the
participants

in the project;

so,
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too,

was the affirmation

of

the

importance of what is meaningful to an

As one of the subjects noted,

"I

turning...a lot more emphasis
bit,

and not just

think that the tide

"I

is

is going on the happiness

in career choices."

this change as well.

individual.

Another observed

really do think that the pendulum

is swinging back to whatever fulfills you,

and people are

respecting you for doing what makes vou happy."
was affirmed:

The

obvious,

perhaps,

one that

is desired but often not consciously sought,

the search for fulfillment,

the "secret" priority,

the

is

not the quest for success.

The data generated by this study contributes to the
literature

in this precise area,

offering a framework

within which to consider the problem of transition to
fulfillment

in success.

For example,

Raudsepp (1984,

inner-self,

p.38)

offered the opinion that

it was the

in a directing capacity,

and "brought to full awareness"

that was critical to the experience.
study do

we

individually,

oppressed by,
Dream"

The data in this

indeed support his contention,

that "full awareness"

and suggest further

includes a conscious awareness of how

institutionally,

and perpetuate,

(Milner,

functioning

1968).

and culturally are

the magical qualities of

There

is no fulfillment when

"the

living

someone else's definition of success,

only when the choice

belongs

importance of the

quest

to the

lies not

individual.

Thus,

the

in whether one becomes

whether one can feel fulfilled
feels is. one's reality.
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"successful,"

in success,

but

for how one

Summary of Finding

The

intent of the present study was to enlighten our

understanding of the psychological factors significant to
the subjective experience of success.

Through the personal

accounts of a sample of twenty "successful" Caucasian men
and women,

a deeper understanding has been developed of the

dynamics of the despair - fulfillment axis,

the context in

which meanings beyond those attached to work and
experienced

(Frankl,

love are

1978/1985).

Generalizations can not be made from the data because
the study was not based on a random sampling.
there are commonalities
which have been

However,

in the experiences of the subjects

identified and analyzed.

This researcher's

interpretation of the data is but one approach to making
sense of the subjects'
of doing so,

experiences.

There are other ways

and readers are encouraged to develop their

own

interpretations.

1.

Data supported Huber's (1971)

impression that Americans

recognized two dimensions of success;
dimension

is based

in visible,

the social

objective criteria and

often experienced as feelings of achievement or pride;
"inner"

or

"true"

success

is personal

in nature,

experienced subjectively as fulfillment and
that which is meaningful to the
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individual.

is based in

2.

Fulfillment validates and supersedes objective measures
of success such as achievements,
social/professional fame.

wealth and

Generally speaking,

feel fulfilled without "success,"
successful"

3.

one can

but not "feel

without fulfillment.

Definitions of success are
factors and rooted

influenced by multiple

in childhood

academic expectations).

(parental,

Inconsistencies

social and

in messages

create dual definitions of success and related
ambivalent feelings.

The effects of cultural biases

about gender and success were recognized as such more
frequently by female subjects

4.

One's definition of success and underlying philosophy
were rarely,

5.

in the study.

Success

if ever,

discussed as such with others.

is a pervasive and encompassing phenomenon that

structures

lives with direction and purposefulfness

and guides toward meaning.

6.

Important to fulfillment
inner wholeness that
productive,

in success

is based

effective,

in

(a)

is a feeling of
a sense of

meaningful activity;

and,

(b)

responsible emotional connectedness and sharing oneself
with others

in

socially meaningful ways.
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7.

The ability to own one's definition of
success is
critical to feeling fulfilled

in success.

is a function of an autonomous,

"Ownership"

conscious and

individuated choice of the definition of success that
one

8.

lives.

An enabling process was reported by subjects who felt
fulfilled

in their success at the time of the

interview,

but had not always feel that way.

They

questioned their definitions of success following a
period of frustration
through reflection,

in their

lives,

and did so

examination and confrontation of

the sources and their manifestations.
they had redefined success

When effective,

in terms that were

meaningful to them.

Beyond

the

are additional
example,

findings generated by the

interviews,

impressions that are worthy of note.

to begin the

achievements
in

interviews with discussions about

their lives;

then,

they redefined success

incorporate the personal dimension.

it took longer.

subjects to

yet

The subjects

this happened within the first few minutes;

others,
the

in

terms of or to

some,

For

tendencies were noted which reflected subtle,

pervasive cultural attitudes about success.
tended

there

Also,

For

for

there was a tendency among

identify people as successful by cultural
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hallmarks,
prestige,

such as education,

wealth,

accomplishments and

even though such measures may not have been

significant to their own definitions of success.
tended

to be

retrospect,

linked with career,
over time;

as well,

lend

and measured

Although the

itself to conclusions about age- or

gender-appropriateness of the status "success,"
more women

in

this suggests that one must be

established to be considered successful.
sample does not

Success

there were

in their 30 's referred for the study than men in

the same age group;

and,

with the exception of the subjects

who had been referred by their alma mater/university,

there

were more older men than older women referred for the
study.

Machlowitz

(1984;

1985),

though,

did encounter

discriminating cultural attitudes about age-appropriate
achievements

in her work with young achievers.

that Americans
bloomers"
who

who

tended to be more tolerant of "late
"had paid their dues"

"must have had

surely result

She found

in

lots of breaks"

than young successes
and whose success will

"dire personal and professional

consequences."
The reactions of the participants to being considered
for
when

the study were also

insightful.

Two frequent responses

informed that they were referred and/or eligible for

the study were humility and denial.
surprise and astonishment and
they were recommended
flattered,

Many expressed

"couldn t understand

"of all people."

as well as anxious,
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in many

why

They were
instances.

And,

many expressed a concern about being able to contribute
meaningfully to the
occasions,

integrity of the study.

On a number of

many of the participants expressed their belief

that they differed from others

in the study because of

their circumstances or their ideas about success.
One astounding commonality was the personal trust

demonstrated by the subjects in another human being.
was expressed in two obvious ways:
with which the

e.g.,

Another common theme was the
in the study.

in the topic,

In addition,

interest in actually

the general reaction to the
and

the subjects were most

in arranging the interviews and reviewing
as well as preliminary reports.

subjects expressed an

interest

final report as well.
subjects'interest
Although the

close

This was evident in their interest

For example,

copies of summaries,

interviews

interest the subjects

interview “very interesting"

"fascinating."
cooperative

the referral source.

level of

as well as their

participating.

and the

in the intentions or opinions of those

who the subjects respected,

focus of the

level of candor

interviews were conducted,

confidence expressed

expressed

the

This

in receiving copies of the

Another response that reflected the

level was the

intent was to

length of the

interviews.

interview for one hour,

lasted the better part of two hours,

to three hours

in

combination of both of
referral source and

All

length.

Perhaps

with some

it was a

these factors-confidence

interest

most

in the

in the topic--that was
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responsible for the high rate of willingness to participate
in the study.
participate

Only four

individuals who were eligible to

in the project and had been

study decided not to become

involved;

informed about the

all of them happened

to be students or recent alumni at the time.

Two other

frequently mentioned reasons for participating were the
>

opportunity to

learn more about oneself and the chance to

help another person through involvement in the research
effort.
The researcher's deliberate attempt to try and set as
open

a structure as possible

in the

interview resulted

two distinct consequences of significance.
exception,

the subjects engaged

for themselves

raising questions and
what was

in a process of clarifying

interviews.

as well,

and,

the

inquiry for the subjects,

issues which helped them to sort out

important and meaningful

significance,

With rare

their definitions of success;

interview became a process of

in

in their success.

Of

were the reactions following the

A number of subjects expressed appreciation

for being included and for having had the opportunity to
talk about the

issues as they had done;

many extended well

wishes and expressed empathy with the task of the
researcher;

and,

about success

most shared that they had never thought

“in such a way"

though it was a "driving"
lives.

or

"in such terms,

or unifying force

One participant noted,

"I

think I

even

in their

should pay you

eighty dollars for this hour!...I don't have much time
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for mind games,

but when I do,

it gets very interesting

...it's a little weird to wax on philosophically,
guess now I
Minutes,

and I

appreciate why these things end up on Sixty

and people are just horrified of the things that

come out of their mouths..."

In follow-up correspondence,

many offered encouragement and additional assistance;
a number of

individuals

"even more people"

and,

indicated that they could recommend

who would be

interested

in talking about

the topic.

Implications for Counseling

and

Research

The subjects generated the data for this study and for
a substantive theory of the phenomenology of fulfillment in
success.
success

They
(Huber,

lived the reality of the two dimensions of
1971)

and the related dilemmas and fears.

They felt the cultural biases and
carried the

"emotional baggage"

images of success.

of childhood

and they
in their

Those in the study who felt fulfilled

in success knew well the

importance of Maslow's (1971/1983)

concept of actualizing potential,
emphasis on responsibility and fun
(1969)

influences,

Glasser s (1972;
in

1984)

living and Adler s

concept of Social Interests and focus on an inner

sense of completeness.

Most

purposes of

the subjects

this study,

importantly,

though,

for the

instruct us well

the significance of a sense of fullness

in

living with a

primary responsibility to the success of the person.
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in

The combination of these factors—the sense of a
balanced"

wholeness,

living what

is meaningful,

and

questioning one s definition of success—provide the basis
for an alternative model for counseling the client whose
presenting problem is related to the experience of success.
The model that

is proposed evolved from the data in the

study and allows the client to deal with the presenting
problem through an enabling and holistic framework.
guide

A

is offered to assist the practitioner in this effort

(Appendix K);

it

is based on these themes that emerged as

integral to one's experiences with success:

(1)

The definition of success;

(2)

Sources of influence on the definition
and their effects;

(3)

The meaning of success
manifestations;

(4)

Daily experiences of the phenomenon;

(5)

Feelings associated with the experience of
success;

(6)

Sources of fulfillment

(7)

Questioning one's definition of success.

in one's life and

its

in success;

To evaluate the potential strength of a discussion
exploring these areas of

inquiry,

the researcher mailed an

open ended follow-up questionnaire (Appendix I) to each of
the subjects several months after the
place.

interviews took

Subjects were asked to respond to their perceived

value of a discussion of this nature and to the effects
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Of the

interviews on them.

that were distributed,

Of the twenty questionnaires

thirteen were returned.

The

responses consistently confirmed the value of such
discussing the topic
helped

in such a manner.

them to reflect on their choices

The interviews
in success,

and

it

provided an emotionally safe and affirming way to clarify
their definitions of success within the framework of what
was meaningful to them.

It made me pause...and evaluate my life...and
think of what is important and how much should I
give of myself for this success...
Such a discussion allows you to take a step back
and examine the path your life has taken....(it)
could be called an assessment/evaluation
conversation of your own life.
...helps one to focus—in some instances to
re-focus or ground one-self on what is
important...
...I feel that any introspective discussion of
one's self helps to clarify one's
self-understanding ....Probably a series of three
interviews would...be more useful.
...it forces a person to look within
himself/herself in an introspective and analytical
manner.
This in turn allows an examination of
alternatives that might be used to continually
reinforce and expand the positive changes that
have been made to date.

The

interview provided an

examining one's

introspective framework for

life and did so

individuals feeling empowered.
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in a way that

left
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you have already climbed a large hill
mP 7
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fP°^en with you about success and
lliment> 1 thlnk my definition of success probably
though^'

1

think

r'U

glve this a lot ®ore

7

The discussion helped me to understand myself
better...it made me look within...I enjoyed the
interview.
I found out its going along pretty well and that sounds
pretty successful to me!
...when I have some difficulty now,
our conversation and it does help.

I do think back to

I rewrote my life list which contains a list of
items of "experiences" I want to DO...

13

Perhaps the process of recalling and re-evaluating
...helped to strengthen my commitment to the
direction I wish to travel.

A few of the subjects shared how the interview afforded
them an opportunity to better understand why they do not
feel

fulfilled

a process of

in their success.

The

interview also began

inquiry for some of the subjects.

I have been wondering, ever since.... maybe success
is just simply being content...(I'm) questioning
more than ever our so-called... value system ...
I found our discussion to be more useful than
immediately apparent, for it served as something
of a catalyst.
I had been very caught up in the
day-to-day pressures of my business and rarely
allowed myself the "luxury" of reflection... it
seems...that our discussion provoked some good,
objective thinking... helping me focus on what's
important and why, in the short-term, and what my
goals and needs are long-term.
While, alas, I
can't report a roster of results, I think it was
the beginning of an important process.
THANK
YOU.
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The

feedback from the follow-up questionnaire and the

data generated

in the

interviews suggest that a discussion

of one's experiences with success can be a valuable means
to explore what can be an emotionally difficult topic.
framework that evolved from the
safe place"

interviews provides a

to discuss a subject that

social discourse;

is "tabooed"

it also provides a guide

introspective process,

The

in

in the

as well as a vocabulary that

facilitates awareness development.
The theory that evolved from the data provides a timely
and rich area for clinical and empirical study concerning
gender,

age and racial differences among the findings

this study;
in

in

it also seems especially relevant to research

life-span developmental psychology.

researcher advises those who are
research of

However,

interested

this

in conducting

this nature on the topic of success to proceed

cautiously and

to make a conscious commitment with

conviction to develop psychological safety in the
interview.

In this researcher's opinion,

the topic has the

potential of emotionally accessing the essence of one's
meaning

in

life;

and professional
moral
also
the

any such discussion has

inherent ethical

responsibilities beyond those of sound and

research principles.

The researcher's task would

include being able to ensure the emotional safety of
subjects when

they raise

issues that evoke suppressed

or otherwise unresolved matters of psychological
consequence.
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Concluding TmDreRRinnq

Writers on the topic of success have historically
sensed

the culture s pulse and the underlying beliefs that

ensured

the

evident

in

"road to success."

Cultural dictates were

lifestyle and priorities and

in the prevailing

/

ethics of the times.

For example,

long-standing emphasis on
and personal competence
increased

there was a

individual character and moral

(character ethic).

Subsequently,

importance was attached to the ability to work

cooperatively with others so as to develop productive
relationships

in the workplace

Most recently,
emerging,

(personality ethic).

a far more encompassing philosophy is

a philosophy to which the subjects alluded

interviews and which is
topic of success.
strength of the

inferred

in recent writings on the

Its principles are beyond a focus on the

individual,

yet they incorporate a sense of

personal responsibility for a moral,
existence;

yet recognize a need and

for relationships with others.

consequence to the participants
in contemporary

literature

the essence of what
individual.
to

ethical and productive

these principles also transcend the utilitarian

nature of the personality ethic,
desire

in the

This

live one's

meaningful and

Of utmost

in this study and emerging

is an ethic of success based

is personally

important to the

is the ethic of fulfillment,

a commitment

life--personally and professionally--in a
responsible way.
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in

The fulfillment ethic of success

is reflected

in a

willingness to explore and expose the myths and beliefs
that permeate the culture and one's dreams and aspirations;
it

is also manifested

in conscious confrontation of and

commitment to resolving dilemmas between the "means"
success and the cherished "ends"

of contentment and

peace and dilemmas between "happiness"
.Judged by a sense of joy in
work and

life style,

through
living,

living one's choices of

in

and conscious,

life

is contingent

living that

connectedness with others,

inner

and "success."

the fulfillment ethic

upon a sense of completeness

to

is developed

competent,

productive

individuated choice of one's

definition of success.
Contrary to Huber's

(1971)

speculation that a

commitment to personal satisfaction

(fulfillment

in

success) would adversely affect America's "position as the
mightiest
subjects

industrial nation
in

in the world"

the study who felt fulfilled

(p.

446),

the

in success

conveyed a vital energy--in the

interviews as well as

their

interactive relationship

lives--which suggested an

between meaningful and productive activity in
responsible emotional connectedness.

interviews,

that meaningful and

affirming relationships that reflect Adler's
of Gemeinschaftsgefuehl,
community with others,

i.e.,

living and

These two factors

were discussed concurrently throughout the
leading this researcher to conclude

in

(1969)

concept

feelings of or concern for

enhance one's sense of competence
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and

influence the direction and quality of one's

and energy.

In

turn,

meaningful,

productive

interests

living

enhances one's sense of well being and empowers the
individual to engage

in healthy concern for others and seek

a self-determining life style.
synergy"

(Wideman,

by the subjects
that resulted

The "universality of

personal correspondence,

1987) discussed

inferred a cylic and mutual relationship

in reciprocally empowering experiences,

personally and professionally.
The synergistic relationship between concern for and
connectedness with others and meaningful
also be seen
itself.

life activity can

in the process and phenomena of the study

For example,

the researcher's concern for the

experiences of others

largely influenced the choice of

topic and the manner

in which the study was approached,

interviews were conducted,
subjects were

included

the

the data were summarized and the

in and updated on the development of

the report--all done while pursuing an objective measure of
academic accomplishment.

The participants,

to share fully and authentically,
integrity that

in turn,

tended

ensuring a sense of

included a concern for the reseacher's

efforts as well as for

the subjective experiences of those

who may benefit from the personal accounts of their
experiences with success.

The power of this synergy was

subjectively realized by the researcher as well,
feelings of enrichment derived from the subjects
in

the process of

the study.
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Appendix A

Introductory

Telephone Cnnversatinn fTiiiHp

The initial telephone conversation with participants
research study was guided by the following topics:

in the

1.

Introduction of researcher and explanation of call;

2.

Reference to referral source or to initial
conversation if participant was a self-referral;

3.

Explanation of goals and design of study;

4.

Determination of

interest of participant;

5. Discussion of issues of tape-recording,
transcribing and informed consent;
6. Arrangement of interview at a time and place
conducive to privacy and tape-recording;
7.

Information about confirmation
informed consent forms;

8.

Telephone number and mailing address of researcher
provided to subject; appreciation extended.
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letter and

Appendix B

Cflnfinflation Letter to Research Part,im

Date
12 Fair Oaks Drive
Lexington, MA
02173
Dear

(Name),

This is to confirm our telephone conversation on (date)
in which we discussed the research study and the
possibility of you being a participant in the project.
I am interested in talking with individuals about their
experiences with success, and I appreciate your willingness
to be involved in the study.
As a point of confirmation? ?
will be meeting you at (time) on (day and date) in (town)
at (place).
As discussed in our telephone conversation,
your permission will be needed to conduct the interview,
which will be tape recorded and transcribed to ensure
accuracy of data.
At the time of our appointment, I will
ask you to sign a consent form that I use for this purpose;
a copy is enclosed for your convenience.
Thankyou for your interest in the research project.. I
look forward to our interview on (date).
Should plans
change, I can be contacted at my home (863-1920).

S incerely,

Mary A.
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Appendix C

Informed Consent Stat.pmpni-

I agree to participate in a research study conducted by
Mary A. King, C.A.G.S., doctoral candidate at the
MA1Ve?Suty °u Massachusetts, School of Education, Amherst,
MA.
I have been informed that the research is intended to
explore the personal experiences of successful individuals.
I understand that I will be interviewed by Ms. King and
that the interview will be tape recorded and transcribed.
I have been assured that what is discussed in the interview
is confidential, that my privacy will be respected, and
that my identity will be protected against disclosure by
the researcher changing identifying data.
I understand that I am under no obligation to disclose
information or to answer questions, and that I can end
participation in the interview at any time without
incurring prejudice.
I understand that there may be effects from
participating in the interview, including an increased
awareness of my experiences with success.
Ms. King has offered to answer any questions I have
about the project.
I understand that a copy of the report
of this study will be available for me to read.

Participant:

Researcher:

Date :
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Appendix D

Interview

Guide

T1?e following areas of inquiry are explored in the
study in a manner consistent with the philosophy and
principles of nondirective interviewing (Rogers
1945) and
grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
A.

How do

"successful"

people define success?

B.

How do they come by their definitions of success?

C.

What purpose or meaning does success have
lives?

D.

What are their experiences with success?

E.

How do they experience the feelings of success?

F.

From what do they derive these feelings?

G.

What factors facilitate the feelings of
fulfillment in success?
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Appendix E

Statement of Confidentiality

hv

Trqn^r^pr

I understand that the transcribing work that I have
contracted to provide is an important part of the research
eing conducted toward the completion of a doctoral degree
by Mary A. King, C.A.G.S., at the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst, School of Education.
I further understand that I will be transcribing
confidential information and that the content of the
interviews shall not be discussed with anyone other than
the researcher.
I understand the importance of anonymity
and privacy in respecting the integrity of the
participants.
Ms. King has discussed with me the nature of her
research study and the importance of accuracy in
transcribing data for coding purposes.

Transcriber

Researcher

Date
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Appendix F

Letter Qf

Appreciate nn

for

Tntprv-jpH

Date
12 Fair Oaks Drive
Lexington, MA
02173
Dear

(name),

*jOM that the semester has ended, I have been able to
attend to things that I have been putting off for days
like thanking you for participating in the study and fir
giving me such a generous interview.
I appreciated your
candidness and your willingness to share of yourself as you
did .
I am beginning "round three" of the interviews soon
and will be contacting your referrals within the week.
Thank you for suggesting (name) and (name); I hope that
they will be interested in speaking with me for the study.
I will be analyzing the data during the summer months
and will have a report completed on the findings in late
fall.
Hopefully by November, much of the report will be
completed.
I hope your's is a pleasant summer.

Sincerely,

Mary A.
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Appendix G

Request for Summary

and

Annnvmitv

Date

12 Fair Oaks Drive
Lexington, MA
02173

Dear

Anpmvai

(name).

As Fall approaches, I am getting closer to writing the
results of the research project in which you participated.
I have been studying the tapes and transcriptions over the
summer and recently completed summaries of each of the
interviews.
Needless to say, it has been rather
exhaustingl
I have enclosed a copy of the summary of our
interview.
It includes those points which have direct
relevance to the study, as well as some background
information.
I would appreciate it if you would review the
summary because the integrity of the work is contingent
upon an accurate account of your experiences with success.
Please change all identifying data as you prefer and note
any adjustments that should be made.
If something you
consider important to your experience with success was not
noted in the summary, please indicate accordingly.
Also,
if you have changed your thoughts or would like to add to
your interview, feel free to do so.
I would appreciate receiving your response within the
next two weeks if possible.
Thank you for all of your
help.
I appreciate it.

Sincerely,

Mary A.
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Appendix H

Latter Updating Participants ahniu

Date
12 Fair Oaks Drive
Lexington, MA 02173

Dear

(Name),
I wanted to bring you up-to-date on my progress with

vou shonUt°h Study: .The reP°rt is nearing completion, and
® receiving copies of Chapters 4 and 5 within a
month.
These are the two chapters which are related
directly to our interview.
They include the personal
accounts of all the participants, as well as a discussion
or general commonalities among the interviews.
It has been
exciting writing the results, and I appreciate the time you
took to review the summary and return it to me.
(By the
way, you are known as (name) in the study.)
Now that some months have passed since our discussion,
I need your assistance with one final matter.
It would be
real helpful to have your reactions to the interview and to
the topic of experience with success.
I would like to
include your reactions in the final chapter of the paper,
and, of course, time is running shortl
If you would,
please take the time to respond to the two questions on the
attached page and return your response to me within the
next two weeks.
I have enclosed a stamped envelope for
your convenience (and anonymity, if you prefer).
Again, thank you for assisting me with this request,
and most importantly, for making the study possible.

Sincerely,

Mary A.
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Appendix I

E.Q11qw-up

Topic:

Qnestinnnflirp

Experience with Success

In assessing the academic and applied value of fu r ther
research in this area, it would helpful if your react ions
to the interview and the topic were known to the
researcher.
Below are two general areas of inquiry; your
responses are most appreciated.

1.

Do you perceive there to be value to a discussion, such
as we had, about one's experience with success?
If
so
what might that value be?

2.

Did our discussion about your exper ience with succ ess
what were those eff ects?
affect you in any way?
If so

Comments:
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Appendix J

Latter of ftpprfffiiation

t.n

P»<-nrirnnr-

Date
12 Fair Oaks Drive
Lexington, MA
02173
Dear

(Name),

I want to thank you for participating in my doctoral
research project at the University of Massachusetts,
Amherst.
The research study is complete, and I have
enclosed copies of Chapters 4 and 5 of the dissertation,
Experience With Success:
Personal Accounts" and
Discussion."
If you would like to read the study in its
entirety, please let me know, and I will make the necessary
arrangements.
I am most appreciative of your involvement in the
study.
Your willingness to assist me with the interview
and follow-up questionnaire, with referrals, and by
reviewing the summary of our conversation for accuracy of
impression and protection of anonymity were all very
helpful.
I welcome your reactions and comments and suggestions,
and can be reached at the above address.
Thank you again
for making this research project possible.

Sincerely,

Mary A.
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Appendix K

Fulfillment in Suogrss-

oounseUng professional.

Intm^^ ive Gnirle

This guide

is espec?aUy

:
0 ;ie.? eV presentin« ^ssue in therapy is associated
With the affective experience of success.

A.

How does the

individual assess success?

■one s definition of success;
application of definition to self and others;
-the roles of the two dimensions of success in
one's life;
-difficulties living with both dimensions.
B.

How did the individual come by the definition of
success he or she lives?
-childhood images of success;
-factors affecting one s ideas about success;
-parental messages and family "rules" about
success;
-application of "rules" to others in family;
-messages from role-models, peers, "school
days" ;
-cultural factors influencing individual;
-consistencies and inconsistencies in messages
-conscious effects of mulitple influences;
-awareness of conflicting messages to opposite
gender; effects and reactions;
-changes in "early" definitions of success.

C.

What purposes or meaning does success serve
one's life?

in

-importance of definition in everyday life;
-manifestations of the need to succeed;
.focus of thoughts and behaviors;
.pervasiveness of thoughts;
.effects (e.g., sleep and appetite;
-one's perception of the meaning success
has in one's life;
-what is meaningful in success for the person.
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D.

What are one's experiences with success?
-with whom has one discussed the topicfocus of discussions about success;
-feelings about the word success;
-application of word to others versus self¬
perceptions of self as successful-consistency of self's '•success image"
with that others have of the person;
visual image of the word success;
-experience of success over time;
-success at task versus lifelong’goals;
changes in goals in last five years; two
years; 6 months; reasons for changes;
-importance given to happiness factor in
experiences with success;
-dilemmas between "means" and "ends";
happiness and "success."

E.

How does the
success?

individual experience the feelings of

-does the person "feel successful"?
-meaning of "feel successful";
-associated feelings;
-difference in feelings of fulfillment versus
feelings of pride and accomplishment;
-the feelings that validate success;
-meaning of fulfillment and its manifestations
in success;
-importance of "success" to feelings of
fulfillment;
-conflicts between feelings of arrogance and
pride;
-difficulties accepting feelings of pride
or fulfillment.
F.

What are the sources of fulfillment

in success?

-factors affecting the experience in both
dimensions;
-sources of a sence of productive living:
.challenging and meaningful accomplishments;
.recognition of self and of efforts;
.sense of freedom to be instrumental in
in one's future success;
.opportunities to realize potential;
.fun and enjoyment in one's choices;
-sources of emotional connectedness:
.family; personal relations; work;
.investing in others; reasons;
-meaningful contributions to others/community;
reasons for contributing such ways.
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G.

What does one need to do to feel fuflilled
success?
mutinied

in
in

-factors precluding one from the affective
experience of success;
atrective
-conscious examination of one's definition of
success and the function it serves in one s
■L 1 r 6 y
-assessing ownership of definition:
.individual's criteria for ownership;
.context for development of original
conceptualization of success;
.manifestations of original concept
in daily living;
-confronting definition of success:
.sources of meaning in success;
.importance of the meaning of usccess in
one's life;
-redefining one s definition of success:
.definition the individual want.F! to live
.factors precluding the realization
of that definition of success;
.plan for seeking fulfillment in success
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